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ABSTRACT OF DISSERTATION
X Marks Nothing:
Chiasmus and Kenosis in Kaija Saariaho’s La Passion de Simone
Composer Kaija Saariaho’s 2006 work La Passion de Simone often leaves
audiences and critics at a loss to understand what they have witnessed. The title, subject,
and sparse libretto only complicate this confusion. The genre of the work is ambiguous to
many; some critics call it an opera, some an oratorio. Because the subject of the work,
French philosopher Simone Weil, is widely unknown to the public, her placement within
the framework of a Passion is often met with confusion if not criticism.
By fusing Weil’s life and philosophical ideas in this work, Saariaho explores how
the awareness of the mind and the life of the body are experienced simultaneously, but in
multiple dimensions. Weil was determined to merge these dimensions in her own life, and
La Passion honors her philosophy in its unique structure, that of a cross or chiasm.
Saariaho presents the story linearly, yet that linear path is only one dimension of
the essence of Weil’s life captured within La Passion. The profundity of her thought and
the conclusions she drew about the necessity of self-emptying, of kenosis, are the
supportive axis upon which the work rests. Amin Maalouf’s libretto is obscure,
constructed of allusions and aphorisms; the music is impassioned, alternately
transcendent and violent, and sometimes seemingly unrelated to the libretto.
This dissertation examines the relationship of the libretto to the structure and
materials of the music. It pursues answers to questions most often asked about this work,
“Can this legitimately be defined as a Passion?” and more specifically “How does this
work communicate Weil’s life and ideas?” My conclusion is that Saariaho has created a
work of musical ekphrasis, transforming the essence of Weil’s life and philosophy into a
musical structure presented as an object for contemplation. La Passion de Simone can,
indeed, be defined as a passion oratorio not despite Weil’s placement within the work, but
because of it.
KEYWORDS: Kaija Saariaho, Simone Weil, Passion oratorio,
opera, musical chiasm, musical ekphrasis
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1.

INTRODUCTION

Isn’t it with the “other” we want to communicate through our music?1 —Kaija Saariaho
The central point of music is the silence which separates a rising from a descending
movement. First a rising from the low-pitched to the high-pitched. Silence. Then a slow
descent, at close intervals—but composed of simple relationships. The rising of the notes
is a purely sensory rising. Their descent is both a sensory descent and a spiritual rising.
This is the paradise for which every soul yearns—that following Nature's tendency should
cause one to rise toward Good.2 —Simone Weil
1.1. Saariaho’s Legacy
Kaija Saariaho, widely considered one of the most notable composers of the
twenty-first century, has earned the interest of audiences and critics, scholars and
theorists, including Yayoi Uno Everett, Liisamaija Hautsalo, and Tim Howell, most of
whom have focused on her operatic output.3 Though her opera L’Amour de loin is what
brought her to the world’s attention, Saariaho believes that La Passion de Simone is her
most significant composition. In an interview in 2016, before its performance at the Ojai
Music Festival in California, she stated, in her typically succinct manner, “I consider this
piece my most important one. In a way, it is my legacy.”4

Kaija Saariaho, “Programme Notes,” https://saariaho.org/works/je-sens-undeuxieme-coeur/.
1

Simone Weil, Notebooks of Simone Weil, trans. Arthur Wills (Washington,
D.C.:Routledge Keegan Paul, 1951), 162.
2

Her opera L’Amour de loin, which premiered at the Salzburg Festival in 2000,
won the Grawemeyer Award for Music in 2003 and was performed by the Metropolitan
Opera in 2016—significant not only for the quality of the production, but also because it
is the first full-length opera composed by a woman that the Metropolitan Opera has
performed since 1903.
3

1

La Passion de Simone does not tell the story of the last days and moments of
Jesus of Nazareth’s life as the traditional Passion does. Rather, the composer replaces the
sacred figure with a secular one. La Passion de Simone outlines an abstract yet
chronological exploration of the development of the ethical ideals, philosophy, and
suffering of Simone Weil—a Jewish philosopher, social activist, mystic, and a woman.
Weil’s work has held a significant place in Saariaho’s life for many years. She
tells of how one of the philosopher’s books traveled with her from her home in Finland to
Germany when she took little else, “I have been reading Simone Weil’s writings since my
youth. The Finnish translation of her book Gravity and Grace was one of the few things I
packed into my suitcase when I travelled to Germany in 1981 to continue my studies in
composition.”5 In a live interview with Katarina Aronsson before the Royal Swedish
Opera performed La Passion de Simone in October of 2020, Saariaho elaborates upon the
origin and personal significance she places on the composition,
This piece is, for me, maybe the most important piece I ever wrote. It is
dedicated to my two children. I wrote this piece on the life and thoughts of
Simone Weil because I accidentally bought a book with her writings when
I was 15 and I started reading it—I actually never understood totally what
she’s saying—but I’m still trying. And I don’t agree with her thoughts—
but they make me forced to create my own opinions—and they are very
contemporary. When she speaks about our compassion and how that
compassion can become action—that’s something that we really need to
understand today.6

Saariaho, program notes, La Passion de Simone, https://saariaho.org/works/lapassion-de-simone/.
5

Saariaho, interview by Katarina Aronsson, OperaVision, October 2020, http://
operavision.eu/en/library/performances/operas/la-passion-de-simone-royal-swedishopera#about.
6

2

Aronsson asked about the dedication: “[was] it a kind of message to them [your
children]?” to which Saariaho responded, “Yes… In a way, that’s the most important
thing I could give to them.”7
In the summer of 2000 at the Salzburg Festival, Peter Sellars, Amin Maalouf, and
Saariaho worked together on the production of her opera, L’Amour de loin. At one point,
while working with the singers, Sellars read to them some of Weil’s words. Upon
discovering that they shared this interest in the philosopher and her work, Saariaho and
Sellars introduced Maalouf to Weil’s writings and a future project began to take shape in
their minds.8 Saariaho shared the story with Aronsson:
There were many discussions with Amin, but also the three of us. It was
Peter who commissioned it for the Vienna festival. It was a special Mozart
year. He was asking for a requiem but then I couldn’t imagine it. And then
this idea of Simone Weil came up because I had seen Peter reading her
text during the rehearsals of L’Amour de loin, and I asked him “Why are
you reading Simone Weil here?” And he said “I am sure she was
Maalouf’s inspiration when he wrote the text for L’Amour de loin.” …then
I asked Amin, “So you’ve been reading Simone Weil?” And he said,
“What? Who?”
Amin brought a lot of the biographical elements into it. Peter was,
of course—knowing his own actions—was interested in this social
concern. And, well, of course the spiritual searching also. So, little by little
—it was like a puzzle.
And then, because her great ideal was Jesus, we started to think
that in a way her life was like a Passion play—like the stations of the
Cross. And that’s why we then decided. There are often 14 stations of the
cross, but we decided to create 15 movements. After that then Amin and

Saariaho, interview by Katarina Aronsson, OperaVision, October 2020, http://
operavision.eu/en/library/performances/operas/la-passion-de-simone-royal-swedishopera#about.
7

Saariaho, program notes, Melos-Ethos 12th International Festival of
Contemporary Music, 8-14, November 2013, 123, http://publikacie.hc.sk/melos-etos/
me_2013_en.pdf.
8

3

me continued collaborating. Everything that is sung is Amin’s text and is
coming from the mouth of a woman who is speaking to Simone. And
everything which we hear from the speakers, those are quotations of her
writings and thoughts.9
La Passion de Simone, completed in 2006, was jointly commissioned by the New
Crowned Hope Festival in Vienna, the Barbican Centre, the Los Angeles Philharmonic,
and the Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts. It premiered on November 26, 2006, at
the Jugendstiltheater in Vienna, a significant element of the 2006 New Crowned Hope
Festival, the month-long festival held to celebrate the 250th anniversary of Mozart’s birth.
La Passion de Simone is scored for a solo soprano, a “speaker,” a four-part chorus (the
Turba), an orchestra, and electronics.10 The premiere featured the Klangforum Wien
orchestra conducted by Susanna Mälkki, the Arnold Schoenberg Choir, soprano Pia
Freund, and Dominique Blanc as the speaker.11 Peter Sellars directed this premiere, to
which he added the part of a “silent dancer,” which was performed by Michael
Schumacher. Dawn Upshaw performed the soprano role the following year for the United
Kingdom premiere at the Barbican Center in London as well as its premieres in the
United States of America in 2008 at Lincoln Center in New York, a part of the Mostly

9

Saariaho, interview by Katarina Aronsson, October 2020.

The orchestra includes three flutes, two oboes, two clarinets, two bassoons, four
horns, two trumpets, two trombones, tuba, timpani, and elaborate percussion section (bass
drum, chimes, crotales, glass chimes, glockenspiel, marimba, metal plate, shell, sleigh
bells, snare drum, stone plate, suspended cymbals, tam-tam, triangle, vibraphone, and
wood block), harp, celesta, and strings.
10

Saariaho wrote the soprano part for Dawn Upshaw, who, because of an illness,
was unable to perform for the world premiere.
11

4

Mozart Festival, and at the Opéra Bastille in France in 2009. The performance at the
Opéra Bastille did not include the silent dancer.
A chamber version of La Passion de Simone premiered in Bratislava at the P.O.
Hviezdoslav City Theater on November 14, 2013, as a part of the Melos-Ethos Festival
for Contemporary Music. Saariaho arranged the chamber version for nineteen orchestra
members and limits the chorus to four solo voices—the original electronic part was
entirely cut. The speaker and the soloist’s lines are not altered, and the length of the work
remains the same as the original. Directed by Aleksi Barrière, and conducted by Clément
Mao-Takacs, the Secession Orchestra premiered the chamber version and featured
soprano Karn Vourc’h.12 The program notes for this performance, written by Clément
Mao-Takacs and Aleksi Barrière, describe the work as a “collective meditation” in the
tradition of Bach’s Passions.13
Before the Finnish premiere of the chamber version performed by Avanti!
Chamber Orchestra and La Chambre aux échos in 2019, Saariaho spoke with Jari Kallio
about her thoughts on Weil and the significance of this work:
In my teens, when I first started to read Simone Weil, I felt that she had
experienced so much more than I had at that point, thus making it impossible for
me to truly understand her. In reality, she was a very young woman when she
died. She had only half of the experience years can bring that I have now. Yet, I
still find it hard to understand her. She was such an extraordinary person, with a
unique mixture of intelligence and sensitivity, resulting in all those ideas that
continue to carry a powerful meaning.

12

Melos-Ethos program notes, 2013.

13

Melos-Ethos program notes, 2013.
5

Her life and philosophy are, in many ways, so essential again here and now, in our
own time. Once again we are in a situation where the prospect of war is upon us,
and there is oppression for the weak all around us. And nowadays, we are fully
aware of all this. We cannot hide ourselves in ignorance. Therefore, it is important
for us to think, what each and everyone of us would be able to do.14
In the same interview, Saariaho describes some of the process of how she created
La Passion de Simone: “I came up with my formal concept for La Passion de Simone
quite early on. I wanted a solo soprano part for the narrator, a pre-recorded speech part
for Simone Weil’s voice, as well as a choir.”15 Though she does not mention whether the
libretto was completed before the form was conceived, she makes it clear that the
development of the libretto was a joint effort, including references to Weil’s life, interest
in social justice, and her developing philosophy—indicating that the libretto did not
compromise the formal concept, but rather that the form and the libretto are intimately
integrated. She states that “Amin has always been willing to put his craft into the service
of the music. Whenever he has finished one version of the text, he’s been willing to hear
my input, all the pros and cons. And he has taken up the process from there. So, for us, it
has been an editorial collaboration.”16
As Saariaho notes, she worked closely with Maalouf and Sellars, together
choosing what parts of Weil’s life would be depicted and which of her words would be

Saariaho, interview by Jari Kallio, “A Quest for New Challenges—An
Interview with Kaija Saariaho,” Adventures in Music, March, 2019, https://
jarijuhanikallio.wordpress.com/2019/03/10/a-quest-for-new-challenges-an-interviewwith-kaija-saariaho/.
14

15

Saariaho, interview by Jari Kallio, 2019.

16

Saariaho, interview by Jari Kallio, 2019.
6

included in the libretto before she began composing the music.17 The libretto is supported
by a carefully selected body of instruments. An acoustic orchestra accompanies a soprano
soloist—Weil’s fictional “sister” who addresses the absent Weil directly.18 A disembodied
voice quietly speaks or whispers Simone’s own words from off-stage accompanied by an
independent soundscape of electronics. As Saariaho makes clear, “They’re her thoughts.
They are not my thoughts. I don’t sign them. They are her thoughts and they are there to
reflect her personality.”19 The musical format suggests a relationship to the Passion-play
tradition, in that most of the movements include allusions to stations of the cross, and
each station is unique in structure and content, meant either to highlight an event in
Weil’s life or interpret her philosophical ideas. Altogether there are fifteen Stations
divided in half—the Eighth Station stands alone as the heart of the work.
The structure of La Passion de Simone is, as Saariaho says, a puzzle. The Stations
may be divided into two primary categories, as Saariaho indicated: 1) Weil’s experiences,
and 2) Weil’s ideas. I suggest that a third category of 3) structural movements including

Saariaho, program notes, La Passion de Simone, http://saariaho.org/works/lapassion-de-simone/.
17

The soprano, the “fictional sister,” addresses Simone from the vantage point of
the audience’s peer. She, like the audience, is someone reflecting on past events. When
Saariaho was asked the question, “Is it you addressing Simone Weil?” She responded,
“You will have to ask Amin. We never discussed that. It is clear that it is somebody who
has been reading her books and who is asking questions and wondering about her
personality. And not always in a completely positive way. Saariaho, interview by Andrew
Ford, The Music Show, aired on December 16, 2018, https://www.abc.net.au/
radionational/programs/musicshow/kaija-saariaho-finland-simone-weil/10621936.
18

19

Saariaho, interview by Aronsson, October 2020.
7

the center, the introduction, and the conclusion, provide a framework for the movements
that are based on Weil’s ideas and experiences.
Weil’s ideas connect intricately tied to her life. Many of them directly resulted
from her lived experiences, and she uncompromisingly strove to act upon the beliefs
dictated by her philosophy and ethical orientation. It follows, then, that the diegetic
stations do more than narrate her story—they also exemplify her ideas in action which
makes dividing stations that depict experiences from those that interpret challenging
ideas. Because of an overlapping of foci, some stations seem to be nearly equally focused
on ideas and experiences, but a flexible categorization is possible. Within the category of
experiences belong stations 2, 4, 5, 11, 12, and 13. The Second Station highlights Weil’s
difficulty with her identity as a Jewish woman and philosopher, and the Fourth Station
foreshadows her “final sacrifice” and reflects upon her relationship with her family. The
Fifth Station musically depicts Weil’s experience working in French factories. The
Eleventh Station tells of Weil’s rejection of pacifism and attempt to join the war efforts.
The Twelfth Station addresses her illness and rejection of food while being treated for
tuberculosis in a sanatorium, and the Thirteenth Station musically depicts Weil’s death in
an English hospital in 1943.
Within the second category, the stations that focus most upon Weil’s ideas and
philosophical tenets, are stations 3, 6, 7, (8), 9, 10, and 14. The Third Station explores
one of her most significant and foundational concepts, that of “attention.” The Sixth
Station is an interpretation of the concept of “waiting.” The Seventh, Eighth, and Ninth
Stations reflect on her spiritual development and mystical experiences. The Tenth Station
8

demonstrates a stage in her process of “decreation,” and the Fourteenth Station interprets
her idea that self-sacrifice is a necessary act of love.
The narrative of Weil’s life as presented in this work can be read in more than one
way; it can be read diachronically, one experience/idea leading to the next, or
synchronically. The stations can be understood as a chiasma, read in reflective pairs
across the axis of the center station. The alignments are 1::15, 2::14, 3::13, 4::12, 5::11,
6::10, and 7::9. When read diachronically, the stations align with the traditional stations
of the Cross. When read as a chiasma, parallel associations with meanings hidden within
the Passion story are revealed; the most significant idea—the meaning of the passion—is
in the cross at the intersection.
Though, as noted above, traditional elements of the Passion are present, reviewers
have often struggled to define the genre of the piece, alternately dubbing it a
“monodrama,” an “opera,” or an “oratorio” —something apparent in published reviews
by contemporary critics and journalists.
“The problem lies in the title,” declares Anne Midgette for the New York Times.
After this, the opening line of her review of the 2006 Viennese premiere, Midgette
continues, “In a work described as ‘a musical journey in 15 stations’. . . Saariaho follows
a traditional religious model in a homage to someone they [Saariaho and librettist Amin
Maalouf] compare to Jesus.”20 In 2009, Mark Swed of the Los Angeles Times describes it
as a “perverse Passion,” and reports; “contradictions are at the center of Kaija Saariaho’s

20 Anne

Midgette, “An Earnest Meditation on a Life Devoted to Human
Suffering,” New York Times, November 29, 2006.
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shocking ‘La Passion de Simone,’ an oratorio for soprano.”21 William R. Braun for Opera
News in 2013 writes, “Whether Saariaho’s Passion de Simone is an opera, an oratorio, or
something else makes no difference.”22 Shirley Apthorp in a review for the Financial
Times in 2015, describes it as Saariaho’s third opera.23 And Mark Valencia writing for
Bachtrack in June of 2017 derides the work as a “tasteless deification of her memory
in . . . the opera-oratorio that Kaija Saariaho forged from Weil’s life.”24
The root of this problem, that is, the seeming perversity of a Passion story without
Christ, lies in the origins of the Passion libretto and the inherited interpretive traditions, a
result of the semiotic associations embedded within it. By removing the symbolic body of
Jesus from the Passion narrative, Saariaho has stripped the story of its iconic element but
has not left it bereft of meaning. Thus, the problem with the title appears to be, more
precisely, a problem with expectations, and ultimately with Weil unexpectedly positioned
as a typological Christ figure.
In his 1995 article, “Grounding Interpretation: A Semiotic Framework for Musical
Hermeneutics,” Robert Hatten asks, “Is it possible for modern listeners to move beyond
the play of expectations to a transforming spiritual experience, given the way Western

Mark Swed, “Saariaho’s ‘Simone’ Transcends Passion,” Los Angeles Times,
January 16, 2009.
21

William R. Braun, “Saariaho: La Passion de Simone,” Opera News, 78 no. 3,
September 2013.
22

Shirley Apthorp, “La Passion de Simone, Tischlerei, Berlin,” Financial Times,
November 26, 2015.
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Backtrack, 2017.
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listeners compartmentalize, and hence commodify the ‘aesthetic’ experience as a form of
diversion or entertainment?”25 This question is presented in the form of a challenge that
Saariaho, Maalouf, and Sellars have intentionally extended to audiences through this
work by changing the expected text of the Passion narrative.26 And as Frederic Jameson
argues, “Texts come before us as the always-already-read; we apprehend them through
the sedimented layers of previous interpretations, or—if the text is brand new—through
the sedimented reading habits and categories developed by those inherited interpretive
traditions.”27 These “sedimented reading habits” and “inherited interpretive traditions”
that Jameson refers to are equivalent to what Hatten calls the listener’s “play of
expectations.”
La Passion de Simone does not provide the audience with a diversion, but rather a
push to pay attention—a push to intentionally interpret the casting of this work and the
mystery hiding within the Passion narrative. Only once the casting is understood and
Weil’s ideas considered does La Passion de Simone reveal its deeper meaning.
Saariaho’s decision to place Weil’s life and death within the context of the Passion
tradition is in alignment with Weil’s own philosophy, for she believed that people should
Robert Hatten, “Grounding Interpretation: A Semiotic Framework for Musical
Hermeneutics,” The American Journal of Semiotics, 13, no. 1/4 (1996): 25.
25

Jeff Lunden, “Simone Weil Brought to Life in New Oratorio,” on NPR, https://
www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=93419783.
“Sellars says that La Passion de Simone is a challenging work about a difficult human
being whose ideas are profoundly complex—which is why he loves it. ‘In a world where
the most serious things in the history of humanity are confronting us,' he says, ‘and we're
facing them with a culture that is relentlessly not serious, what is so beautiful and moving
and such a privilege to be able to be at Lincoln Center with Dawn Upshaw, is to say: “For
80 minutes, could we get serious?”’”
26
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Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act, (London: Methuen and Co., 1994), 286.
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respond to the metaphor of Jesus’s life with deliberate imitation.28 In her late notebooks
Weil wrote extensively about the concept that she called the real metaphor. She believed
that people and events that occur in their own lives can be replete with meaning and
suggests that these figures and events may be understood as metaphors. Therein is one
clue to the solution to the “problem” that “lies in the title.”
What follows is a semiotic reading of Weil’s placement as a secular substitution
for a sacred one, and musical analysis—though just scratching the surface of the density
of this work—that illuminates the complex meanings of this composition through both
hermeneutic and semiotic frameworks. As a result of being placed within the frame of the
Passion story, the image of Simone Weil becomes a metaphorical hypoicon, the type of
sign that Charles Sanders Pierce describes as, “What represents the representative
character of the representamen by representing a parallelism in something else.”29 The
concept is more clearly explained by Herman Parret who describes an example of a
metaphorical hypoicon as when “two colors may be compared with respect to their
intensity, two sounds with respect to their pitch.”30 The metaphorical hypoicon is an
analogy of qualities. La Passion isolates the common qualities, and hides—or exposes—

28 Alexander

Irwin, Saints of the Impossible (Minneapolis: University of
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29
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them within the form. Christ’s love for humanity and his death are juxtaposed with Weil’s
within this work—it suggests that Weil’s life and death may be read as a form of mimesis.
Jean-Luc Nancy’s thought-provoking, image-rich comparison of the deaths of
Socrates and Christ, “What is involved, therefore, is above all, a mimesis: the ancient
sacrifice is reproduced—up to a certain point—in its form or its scheme; but it is
reproduced as to reveal an entirely new content, a truth hitherto hidden or misunderstood,
if not perverted,” serves as a poignant, unexpectedly accurate description of the message
within Saariaho’s analogy in La Passion de Simone.31 Beyond interpretation, perhaps this
inquiry may even begin to reveal meanings hitherto misunderstood.
La Passion de Simone forces the listener to search for the relationship that
explains the analogy at the heart of Weil’s placement within the setting of a Passion, yet it
remains hidden beneath the cryptic libretto, coded musical language, and unusual musical
form. In the journal Tempus Perfectum, Osmo Pekonen writes, “La Passion de Simone
pertains to her heroine’s resurrection by means of Art. And more than following the
tradition of the Bach Passions, or Telemann, Haendel, Penderecki or Pärt, Kaija
Saariaho’s oratorio seems to conceal a Mystery, both in its sense as its shape, similar in
that way to Parsifal, Richard Wagner’s Bühnenweihfester or to Messiaen’s SaintFrançois d’Assise, and proposes us a new milestone in the reinvention of lyrical art at the
dawn of the twenty-first century.”32 That Saariaho would conceal a Mystery within the

Jean-Luc Nancy, “The Unsacrificeable,” Trans. Richard Livingston, Yale
French Studies 79 (1991): 21.
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Osmo Pekonen, "La sainte face de Simone nous examine,” Tempus perfectum
11 (2013): 41-42. Translated by the author.
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shape of the music is well within the realm of possibility. Years ago, Saariaho discussed
the significance of the form of music in relation to its meaning: “When I say ‘form’ I
mean precisely the idea that Vasily Kandinsky defined as the following: ‘Form is the
external manifestation of inner meaning’ (Kandinsky: The Spiritual in Art, 1969). Hence,
I have never referred to pre-established formal structures in my work. It is through an
overall idea of form that I approach different musical parameters and their special
problems.”33 In this dissertation I offer a close reading of the libretto as well as the
musical materials and form. It is a meditation on the Mystery, the meaning, hiding within
La Passion de Simone.

1.2. Literature Review
To date, scholars have paid little attention to La Passion de Simone—there is no
extant scholarly literature devoted to this composition. Pirkko Moisala’s biography, Kaija
Saariaho, published in 2009, mentions the La Passion de Simone briefly but does not
discuss it at any length.34
Because Saariaho’s music defies traditional analysis, many published studies of
her music describe her compositional process. Dissertations that discuss this aspect of her
music include Friedrich Heinrich Kern’s “An Exploration of Compositional Technique in

Kaija Saariaho, “Timbre and Harmony: Interpolations of Timbral Structures,”
Contemporary Music Review 2, no. 1 (1987): 93.
33
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Pirkko Moisala, Kaija Saariaho (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2009).
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the Operas of Kaaija Saariaho and Christian Jost”35 (2016) and Spencer Lambright’s
“L’Amour de loin and the Vocal Works of Kaija Saariaho” in 2008.36 Lambright focuses
on Saariaho’s writing for the voice, her use of harmony, and pitch schemes. Other
dissertations that discuss her vocal works include Anni Oskala’s “The Voice in Kaija
Saariaho’s Music, 1977-2000),”37 in which Oskala compares Saariaho’s vocal works
through the year 2000 and explains how her compositional techniques have evolved over
time. Marja Liisa Kay’s dissertation, “Contemporary Vocal Music: Language, Technology
& Contemporary Vocal Music of Finland,”38 focuses on From the Grammar of Dreams
from a performer’s perspective. Karen Siegel’s dissertation “Timbral Transformations in
Kaija Saariaho’s From the Grammar of Dreams,” 2014, is a study of Saariaho’s work,
From the Grammar of Dreams, for voice from 1988.39 Siegel examines the changing
timbres within the work and psychoacoustics. Though several of these studies were
completed after the publication and first performances of La Passion de Simone, none
include a reference to this work.

Friedrich Heinrich Kern, "An Exploration of Compositional Technique in the
Operas of Kaaija Saariaho and Christian Jost" (PhD diss., New York University, 2016).
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Spencer N. Lambright, “L’Amour de loin and the Vocal Works of Kaija
Saariaho” (DMA diss., Part II, Cornell University, 2008).
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Marja Liisa Kay, “Contemporary Vocal Music: Language, Technology &
Contemporary Vocal Music of Finland” (PhD diss., University of York Department of
Music, 2012).
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The first published literature concerning Saariaho’s music includes a series of her
own articles published in the 1980s. In “Timbre and Harmony: Interpolations of Timbral
Structures,”40 she describes the significance of timbre and texture in her compositional
technique and states that in her work the contrast between sound and noise replaces the
traditional use of harmonic contrasts. Within this paper Saariaho uses her works Vers le
Blanc (Towards the White, 1982), Verblendungen (Dazzlings, 1982-84), and Lichtbogen
(Arches of Light, 1986) as examples of the techniques she discusses. Most early scholarly
literature about Saariaho’s works is based on this paper, and much of the early literature
explores, once again, the same works she herself described.
In the article “Continuous Transformations,” Clifton Callender analyzes Vers le
Blanc using a mathematical model to describe pitch transformation.41 James O’Callaghan
and Arne Eigenfeldt describe changing noise levels in Verblendungen and Lichtobogen in
their paper “Gesture Transformation through Electronics in the Music of Kaija
Saariaho.”42 Tim Howell also describes Lichtbogen in “Kaija Saariaho—the French
Connection,” a chapter within the book After Sibelius: Studies in Finnish Music.43 Howell
expands the scholarship through his discussion of the formal elements in Aile du Songs
Kaija Saariaho, “Timbre and Harmony: Interpolations of Timbral Structures,”
Contemporary Music Review 2, no. 1 (1987): 93-133
40

41

Clifton Callender, “Continuous Transformations,” Music Theory Online 10, no.
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Music Studies Network Conference, Shanghai, June 21-24, 2010.
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(Wing Dream, 2001) and Orion (2002). Damien Pousset published an article in 2000,
“The Works of Kaija Saariaho, Philippe Hurel and Marc-André Dabalvie—Stile
Concertato, Stile Concitato, Stile Rappresentativo,” in which he considers Saariaho’s
works in the context of spectralism.44 Joy Calico has written extensively about the opera
L’ amour de loin, including “Composing Clémence in L’amour de loin” in Contemporary
Music Review.45 Calico also wrote a chapter, “Saariaho’s L’amour de loin: Modernist
Opera in the Twenty-First Century” included in the book, Modernism and Opera.46
Kaija Saariaho: Visions, Narratives, Dialogues, edited by Tim Howell, Jon
Hargreaves, and Michael Rofe (2011), is currently the most comprehensive collection of
research on Saariaho’s music.47 Contained within this book is an interview with the
composer and a collection of eight articles by various authors who address a wide
selection of Saariaho’s music—yet none refer to La Passion de Simone. In the chapter
“Dreams about Music, Music about Dreams,” Anni Oskala presents a reading based on a
semiotic analysis of the text of From the Grammar of Dreams considered within the

Damien Pousset, “The Works of Kaija Saariaho, Philippe Hurel and MarcAndré Dalbavie Stile Concertato, Stile Concitato, Stile Rappresentativo,” Contemporary
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(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2016): 341-360.
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Narratives, Dialogues (Burlington: Ashgate Publishing Company, 2011).
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framework of both Sigmund Freud and David Foulkes’s dream theories.48 The chapter
entitled “Whispers from the Past: Musical Topics in Saariaho’s Operas” by Liisamaija
Hautsalo is of primary interest to this dissertation, for Hautsalo was the first scholar to
apply topic theory to analysis of Saariaho’s works.49 Yayoi Uno Everett adopted and
expanded this approach in one chapter of her book Reconfiguring Myth and Narrative in
Contemporary Opera: Osvaldo Golijov, Kaija Saariaho, John Adams, and Tan Dun, in
which she moved beyond topic theory and analyzed smaller and more diverse units of
signification, semes, within Saariaho’s opera, Adriana Mater.50
Peter Sellars’ interest in spiritual and social issues is addressed by Susan McClary
in the book, The Passions of Peter Sellars.51
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Visions, Narratives, Dialogues, ed. by Tim Howell, Jon Hargreaves, and Michael Rofe
(Burlington: Ashgate Publishing Company, 2011): 41-60.
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1.3. Methodology

The complexity and density of La Passion de Simone invites analytical strategies
beyond traditional theoretical musical analysis, and application of a variety of analytical
frameworks reveals more about this work than a single theory alone. To understand how
this music was constructed I began by looking for patterns. While analyzing pitch-class
sets and looking at the work as a geometric creation, I found significant, recurring
patterns that show how Saariaho used pitch-class sets and form to compose the work. In
this project I will be utilizing semiotics—applying strategies informed by the work of
Robert Hatten and Ramond Monelle. Pursuing the question, “How does music
communicate an experience?” I will consider some stations from the standpoint of
understanding musical grammar and sonic analogues as Lawrence Zbkowski explains
them. And to understand the work as a whole, I suggest applying the theory of musical
ekphrasis as explained by Siglind Bruhn.
In the book, Musical Ekphrasis: Composers Responding to Poetry and Painting
(1997), Bruhn outlines a theoretical framework that focuses on musical works that are
inspired by and interpret extramusical sources. In literary ekphrasis, texts refer directly to
a visual image, thus, borrowing the concept of ekphrasis from literary studies, Bruhn
defines musical ekphrasis as “a representation in one medium of a text composed in
another medium.”52 She argues that traditional ekphrasis is assembled of a “three-tiered

Siglind Bruhn, Musical Ekphrasis: Composers Responding to Poetry and
Painting (New York: Pendragon Press, 2000), 8.
52
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structure of reality,” stating that three elements must be present in each case of musical
ekphrasis: first, a real or fictional scene or story, second, its representation in a visual or a
verbal text; and third, an execution of that representation in musical language.53
Though this analysis is most often applied to absolute music, Bruhn explains why
this method may be applied to select works with text: “Musical ekphrasis like its literary
counterpart may cross-reference selected components of what is being represented to
historical data and layers of meaning not expressed in the primary text itself; this, if it can
indeed be established, will of course be particularly fascinating."54
The music of La Passion de Simone features multiple movements in which this
method of analysis is particularly well suited. For example, the Sixth Station is a verbalmusical illustration of a photograph of Weil, an example of what Bruhn calls “dual
ekphrasis,” since it involves three different media: pictorial-verbal-musical. The Eighth
Station is almost entirely orchestral and is an ekphrastic transformation of Weil’s
philosophical thought, from abstract concept into musical sound—one that is, indeed,
hidden within layers of meaning within yet beyond the brief introductory text.
While the theory of musical ekphrasis might help define the essence of a work
and its relationship to outside sources, it provides few specific tools for analyzing the
musical materials used to construct the work as a whole. For more detailed analysis I turn
to semiotic readings of melodic and harmonic gestures. In both The Musical Topic: Hunt,
Military and Pastoral (2006) and The Sense of Music: Semiotic Essays (2000), Raymond
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Monelle describes the nature of musical topics and defines them as semiotic symbols.
Building on Leonard Ratner’s original theories of musical topics, Monelle further
developed semiotic applications based on Charles Peirce and Ferdinand Saussure’s
concepts of signs. From the Greek word topos, which means place, or region, musical
“topics” (topoi is the plural for the Greek term, music theorists tend to use the plural
“topics” when discussing the musical concept of topic) are musical ideas that are
consistently associated with an idea, situation, or concept. Monelle argues that
convention governs musical topics and that these become symbols with iconic and
indexical features—ultimately, topics signify through cultural associations, can inform
unconscious emotional responses, and generate musical narratives. In short, he states that,
“Each topic may signify a large semantic world, connected to aspects of contemporary
society, literary themes, and older traditions.”55 Though the use of topic analysis was
originally applied to tonal music, meaningful references to the past abound not only in
subject matter, but also through use of conventional musical topics in Saariaho's work.
Lawrence Zbikowski explains how these smaller gestures are associated with
broader concepts. In Foundations of Musical Grammar, he proposes a theory which
draws upon interdisciplinary sources to form a framework of analysis. He applies
research from cognitive science to support semiotic theories and ultimately applies this
research in support of arguments that music can be truly conceptual, can influence
cultural interactions, and can shape the emotional response of those who engage with the

Raymond Monelle, The Sense of Music (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2000), 79.
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music.56 Within this book and its central theories (for the theory he proposes is, more
precisely, a set of rules or theories for what he calls musical grammar), Zbkiwoski builds
upon his previous work with metaphor and cognition in music as explained most
elaborately in Conceptualizing Music, published in 2002.57 Chapter 2 of Foundations of
Musical Grammar, entitled “Music and Analogy,” describes a theory for understanding
how musical analogies are constructed by the intellect, and can be understood not only as
symbolic, but also as a dynamic process. This concept is particularly relevant to the
analysis of the Fifth Station of Saariaho’s La Passion de Simone in which the chorus
imitates the sounds of machines in a factory, a scene that moves beyond word painting
and into musical analogy.
This project is limited to analysis of the music and its relationship to the libretto.
It does not present an extensive exploration of the collaboration between Saariaho,
Sellars, and Maalouf, nor does it go into great depth pursuing social-historical questions
regarding the bold substitution of the archetype.

1.4. Chapters

For this project, I have selected certain stations for analysis, specifically those that
contain great significance regarding the deepest meaning of the work, and those that best

Lawrence Zbikowski, Foundations of Musical Grammar (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2017).
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Lawrence Zbikowski, Conceptualizing Music (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2002).
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serve as examples for the application of the theories I present here. The analysis does not
move in sequential order, but rather in an order that reveals some of Saariaho’s
compositional strategies as well as her interpretation of Weil’s ideas. It is structured, also,
as a reflection of the composition. I include Weil’s writings throughout this work as a
reference to her thoughts, the types of thoughts that Saariaho says she has been grappling
with throughout her life. They are often contradictory and challenging, but they do, as
Saariaho says, lead us to ask important questions of our own.
Chapter 2 provides foundational background information starting with a brief
chronological biography of Simone Weil, with specific attention to the events and
experiences addressed by the libretto. Following the biography is a summary
investigation into the structure and format of the musical Passion. I conclude the chapter
by illustrating how Saariaho mapped Weil’s biography onto the stations of the Cross in
La Passion de Simone and how the work exhibits the traditional structure of the Passion
genre.
Chapter 3 introduces an alternate strategy to reading La Passion. It shows that
Saariaho structured the work as a chiasmus at both the micro and the macro levels.
Within this chapter, I utilize hermeneutics and pitch-class set theory to help explain how
Saariaho encoded meaning into the musical materials, and I show how the entire structure
and theme of La Passion is revealed within the First Station. A brief analysis of the
correlating Fifteenth Station closes this chapter.
Chapter 4 addresses the Stations that capture important moments of Weil’s life.
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In this chapter I continue to apply pitch-class set theory but expand my analytical tools to
include Zbikowski’s theory of musical grammar and dynamic processes. This theory
provides a way to understand how the music of specific stations bring events of Weil’s
life into the audience’s own conscious experience. In this chapter, the Fifth, Eleventh, and
Thirteenth Stations are analyzed as examples of how this theory can be applied to
individual stations.
Chapter 5 explains Bruhn’s theory of musical ekphrasis and shows that this
concept provides a method for understanding how Saariaho interprets and transforms
philosophical ideas into music. Within this chapter the Third, Sixth, and Tenth Stations
are analyzed incorporating previously applied semiotics and hermeneutics to show how
Bruhn’s definition of musical ekphrasis can be applied to individual stations as well as
the entire composition.
Chapter 6 explains the philosophical idea at the heart of the work and illustrates
how Saariaho, through Weil’s story, has reinterpreted the genre. Saariaho, Maalouf, and
Weil propose an alternate reading of the meaning of the story of Christ’s Passion. They
question the truth and applicability of the idea kenosis.
Chapter 7 concludes the dissertation with a brief discussion of why the form of La
Passion de Simone reveals the meaning of the composition and also offers a definition
and new generic categorization.
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2.

MEDITATION

2.1. Introduction
The mysteries of faith are degraded if they are made into an object of affirmation and
negation, when in reality they should be an object of contemplation.58 —Simone Weil

La Passion de Simone focuses less on the life of Simone Weil than on her
thoughts. Each of the fifteen stations contains at least some small reference to her many
significant ideas. Her life was extraordinary and lived fearlessly; her death was baffling
and painfully slow. Her life and death are the aspects of Weil that have drawn the most
notice, yet this focus on her life and death is not what she would have wanted. She
wanted her ideas to be questioned, examined, considered, and, if deemed “true,” turned
into action, which is precisely what La Passion honors—it asks us to pay attention. It
asks us to question Weil’s ideas, to examine her thoughts, and finally, to consider them
actionable. Yet, La Passion also suggests that Weil’s ideas cannot be completely removed
from her life, for she attempted to live according to the truth as she understood it. The
dramatic results of her lived philosophy influence the questions we are meant to ask.
In an interview before the premiere of the chamber version of this work in 2013,
Aleksi Barrière mentions, “La Passion de Simone belongs to a tradition of works which,
rather than using a pre-existing convention to convey a message, shape their own
convention and form. This is fascinating, because we are dealing with a form of theater
that is entirely invented, and which represents a major challenge for both the artistic team
Simone Weil, Gravity and Grace, trans. Arthur Wills (Washington, D.C.:
Routledge Kegan Paul, 1951), 129.
58
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and the audience.”59 Though La Passion might not consciously utilize a pre-existing
convention, the use of the stations of the Cross as both a narrative and frame dictate
expectations and a structure. Saariaho adheres to a structure and yet the expectations
associated with that structure are seemingly subverted.
Not only does interpreting and defining the genre of the work present a challenge,
but the way the story is told presents difficulties. One of the most challenging elements of
La Passion de Simone is that it does not adhere in any obvious way to an expected
narrative arc. The central character, Weil, is absent, and the conflict is almost entirely
internal—not only is it internal, but primarily within the already absent character; the
setting is only implied because context is not clearly provided by the libretto or, if used at
all, the staging. Instead, the setting and context must be inferred based on prior
knowledge of the subject. The word “Passion” is, itself, a framing device. The metanarrative within La Passion de Simone is not a “story” told in a way that an audience
expects.
Because the singer’s libretto is composed almost entirely of narrative apostrophe,
much of the story is left out—the singer, talking directly to Simone, refers to Weil’s life

59 Aleksi

Barrière, program notes, Festival Saint Denis, May 27, 2015. La Passion
de Simone appartient à une tradition d’œuvres qui, plutôt que d’utiliser une convention
préexistante pour transmettre un message, façonnent leur propre convention et leur propre
forme. C’est passionnant, parce que nous avons affaire à une forme de théâtre qui est
entièrement à inventer, et qui représente un défi de taille autant pour l’équipe artistique
que pour le public. http://www.chambreauxechos.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/
LPDS_SaintDenis_programmeFR.pdf. Translated by the author.
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story but does not explain it.60 For this reason, at least a cursory background knowledge
of Weil’s biography contributes a remarkable amount to the listener’s understanding of
this work—it breathes life into the skeletal libretto so that the narrative is fleshed out in
the listener’s imagination.
An audience lacking knowledge of the trajectory of Weil’s life inevitably finds it
difficult to understand how—and why—her life is mapped onto the stations of the Cross
(as is demonstrated by a perusal of critical reviews of the work in Chapter 1). This
chapter provides a brief biographical sketch of Weil, focusing on the moments and issues
referred to within the libretto. After this biography, I present an examination of the
development of the traditional Passion libretto. In the final section of the chapter, I point
out what clues are provided by La Passion's libretto that illuminate how Weil’s life is
aligned with the traditional fourteen Stations of the Cross and the structure and style of
the traditional Passion libretto.

Irene Kacandes argues for the use of the term “narrative apostrophe” as a
narrative tool in contemporary literature in “Narrative Apostrophe: Reading, Rhetoric,
Resistance in Michel Butor’s ‘La modification’ and Julio Cortázar’s ‘Graffiti,’” Style 28
no. 3 (Fall 1994): 329-349.
60
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2.2. Simone’s Shining Crossing
Many biographies about Simone Weil are available, among them are those by
Robert Coles, Simone Weil: A Modern Pilgrimage,61 Peter Winch, Simone Weil: “The
Just Balance,”62 Gabriella Fiori, Simone Weil: An Intellectual Biography,63 David
McLellan, Utopian Pessimist: The Life and Thought of Simone Weil,64 Thomas R. Nevin,
Simone Weil: Portrait of a Self-Exiled Jew,65 Palle Yourgrau, Simone Weil,66 Robert
Chenavier, Simone Weil: Attention to the real,67 and Mario von der Ruhr, Simone Weil: An
Apprenticeship in Attention.68 But the account written by her close friend, Simone
Pétrement, Simone Weil: A Life,69 is accepted as the definitive biography, and it is to this
volume that I turn most often.
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The following biographical sketch is not comprehensive but is closely aligned
with the libretto (Appendix 1). La Passion’s libretto interweaves references to events in
Weil’s life along with her philosophical ideas and writings. In this chapter, my focus is
primarily on references to events in her life, whereas in the following chapters I focus
much more on the references to her philosophical ideas and writings. I note the stations as
guides for alignment with the libretto.

First Station
Simone Adolphine Weil was born in Paris, on February 3, 1909, into a bourgeois
secular Jewish family. Her father, Dr. Bernard (“Biri”) Weil, came from a pious family
that had long lived in Alsace, and her mother, Mme. Salomea (she preferred to be called
“Selma” or “Mime”) Weil, was born in Rostov-on-Don, in Russia into a family that was
not religious. Mme. Weil’s father, Adolphe Reinherz was from Galicia, in Poland, and her
mother, Herminia Reinherz née Sternberg, was born in Vienna. The family emigrated
from Russia to Anvers in 1882, where they were naturalized Belgian. Adolphe Reinherz
was a successful businessman, and the family was known to be cultured and artistic.70
Bernard Weil and Salomea Reinherz were married in France in 1905 and settled in Paris.

Second and Third Stations
Simone was Dr. and Mme. Weil’s second child. She had one brother, André, who
was two years and nine months her elder. She was born healthy, though one month
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premature. Despite a healthy infancy, she suffered from multiple health crises as a young
child. When she was six months old, her mother suffered appendicitis and was
encouraged to wean the baby. Simone had a difficult time transitioning to solid foods and
lost so much weight that her family doctor doubted that she would survive. At the age of
three, Simone had to have her own appendix removed.
After these early bouts with ill health, she never fully recovered—she remained
fragile and underweight.71 One of the ascribed repercussions of her early health crises
were her underdeveloped hands. Simone learned to write late, and even then wrote slowly
and with great awkwardness, for her hands were disproportionately small and weak.
Pétrement remembers, “Even when she was fully grown she had the hands and wrists of a
child.”72
The Weil family was close, and their life was happy, if somewhat unconventional.
Though it was initially against the rules, the family traveled together when Dr. Weil was
called to service in the war in 1914, during which time he was stationed in Neufchâteau,
Mayenne, Chartres, and Laval. The children did not have many toys (one visitor
recollects seeing a single ball, but no other toys), and so they turned to books for
entertainment. While they were in Neufchâteau, André taught five-year-old Simone how
to read as a surprise for their father. By the age of nine, it was evident that André was a
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mathematical prodigy, and though Simone was highly intelligent, she felt unequal to her
brother and despaired of her inferior abilities.73
At the age of fourteen, Simone experienced a period of severe depression—she
was so despondent that she contemplated ending her life. After some months, she felt that
she suddenly understood that with study, sustained attention, and true desire, anyone
could develop a sort of genius that might allow deep insight and understanding of truth.
“After months of inner darkness, I suddenly had the everlasting conviction that any
human being whatsoever, though practically devoid of natural gifts, can penetrate to the
kingdom of truth reserved for genius, if only he longs for truth and perpetually
concentrates all his attention upon its attainment.”74 And it was to this end that she
devoted herself to her studies.
Academic pursuit of truth was not her only concern. From an early age she was
conscious of social justice and the suffering of those around her. Simone did all in her
power to acknowledge others’ pain—to exist in solidarity with them. She wanted to suffer
with or even for them. At the age of five, upon learning that food was rationed for the
troops at the front of the war, she refused to eat sugar. In May of 1916 a younger cousin,
Raymonde, was orphaned and came to stay with the Weil family for some time. Simone
told André, “We must do everything that she wants, because she is an orphan.”75 And
indeed, her mother recorded that Simone was exceptionally generous and compassionate
73
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to Raymonde throughout her stay.76 At the age of eleven, Simone disappeared from the
family’s home for some time, and when they went looking for her, they discovered that
she was at a meeting for the unemployed. In 1925 the family took a small vacation and
stayed in a hotel in Challes-les-Eaux in the Alps. While there, Simone befriended the
hotel staff and regularly met with them in the evenings in the garden where she observed
that they were over-worked and advised them to organize a union.
Simone’s school years were spent in Paris. She entered the secondary school,
Lycée Henri IV, in October of 1925 at the age of 16. There, she studied with the
philosopher Émile-Auguste Chartier, known by the pseudonym Alain. With Alain she
studied Plato, Marcus Aurelius, Descartes, Spinoza, Kant, Homer, Aeschylus, Sophocles,
and Euripides. Alain affectionately nick-named her “la Martienne” (The Martian), a
reference to her high intelligence and unusual intensity. He explains, “She had nothing of
us and sovereignly judged us all.”77
It was during this first year at Lycée Henry IV that she took a private vow of
celibacy, deciding to forego any erotic attachments that might distract her from the
pursuit of truth.78 Pétrement recalls that Weil considered it a “great misfortune to have
been born a female.”79 Her appearance is often commented upon, particularly her choice
of dress because she wore clothing that disguised her delicate femininity, choosing flat
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shoes rather than heels, a long suit-jacket over a wide skirt, and Simone never wore hats
as the other girls of her social class did. Thomas Nevin comments on this aspect of her
ideas made visible: “It is as though for her, to be recognized as female was tantamount to
being reduced, to being only female. Neither her will nor her intellect could overcome an
acute vulnerability in this regard, just as neither could defend her against that other
primordial fact of her birth, that she was a Jew.”80 She felt that her vocation, her pursuit
of truth, was compromised by the fact that she was born female.
Weil won a place in the prestigious École Normale Supérieure in 1928, the only
woman accepted in her year. The year before only three female students had been
accepted.81 Considering this, that young women had to fight to win an opportunity for
higher education, her choice of downplaying her femininity is less surprising. It is also in
keeping with the philosophy she developed later in life, that of attention—that is, looking
deeply into the subject of one’s attention rather than being distracted by surface elements.
She had no interest in the superficial.
As a student she actively participated in political and workers’ movements, often
attempting to draw fellow students and the professors into her interests. When they failed
to show the level of concern she felt was appropriate, she was contemptuous of their
insensitivity and used her mischievous wit to chide them. She once asked the director of
the school for a donation for the unemployed, to which he contributed twenty francs with
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the condition that his gift was made anonymously. In response, she hung a sign on the
school’s bulletin board with the encouragement, “Follow your director’s example. Be an
anonymous donor to the unemployment fund.”82 He found her and her political
involvement to be such an irritant that he nicknamed her The Red Virgin.83
Weil began to suffer severe migraines as she studied for her final exams near the
end of her time at École Normale. These headaches quickly became a permanent and
often nearly crippling part of her life—in time she began to believe that she might have a
brain tumor, and sometimes she was in such pain she recorded that she wished to die.84
She wrote to her friend, Joë Bousquet, “A time came when I thought my soul menaced,
through exhaustion and an aggravation of the pain, by such a hideous and total
breakdown that I spent several weeks of anguished uncertainty as to whether death was
not my imperative duty.”85 Pétrement recalls that Dr. Weil also suffered from migraines
and, like Simone, he did not eat during these periods.86 She was never given a definitive
diagnosis of the cause of her pain, and her constant malnutrition is often cursorily
diagnosed as anorexia.
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Fourth Station
Simone graduated with the degree agrégé qualified to teach in the lycée and was
sent to work at Le Puy in 1931, for the director of École Normale wanted to send her "as
far away as possible.”87 Upon arriving in the small town, she found a postcard picturing
“The Red Virgin of Le Puy” which she promptly purchased and mailed to the director.
She worked in Le Puy as a professor for only one year. During her time there she
maintained an active involvement in workers’ trade union movements and helped
establish a working-class university at Saint-Étienne, a town three hours by train from Le
Puy. She split her time between these teaching duties.
Her mother often visited her, attempting to put Simone’s living conditions in
order, for Simone refused to heat her home, keep food at hand, or even attempt to eat
properly. Simone preferred an ascetic lifestyle, gave most of her money away, and was so
busy with her teaching and social involvement that she put little thought into caring for
her health. Because of these tendencies, Dr. and Mme. Weil maintained an active role in
Simone’s life, looking after her because they feared she would not or could not care for
herself.
After the school year ended, Simone visited Germany because she wanted to
understand how Nazism was gaining strength.88 Her parents followed her there, worried
about reports of unrest and violence—they used the excuse that they wished to visit the
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city of Hamburg.89 In the fall, when the school year resumed, Simone was appointed to
teach in Auxerre. Her mother accompanied her there, assisted in finding and furnishing
an apartment, and even made arrangements with a local restaurant owner, asking him to
be sure that Simone ate. As soon as her mother left, Simone emptied the apartment of any
furnishings she deemed unnecessary.90
While working in Auxerre, Simone wrote about the observations she made during
her trip to Germany. She published “Germany Waits” in La Révolution prolétarienne, in
which she questioned when and how the working class would rise up. Following that
article she wrote the long essay, Reflections Concerning the Causes of Liberty and Social
Oppression.
Simone frightened and challenged her parents again in 1936 when she joined the
Republicans in the Spanish Civil War, despite her pacifist convictions. Her sense of
justice outweighed her protest against violence. Her experience on the front was cut
short, when, within the first two weeks, she stepped into a pot of hot cooking oil and
seriously injured herself. This injury most likely saved her life—she left camp just days
before her entire unit was killed.91 Her parents had followed her to Spain and found her
there, nursing a festering wound. They returned to France together, after a great deal of
cajoling on their part, where she took a leave of absence from her teaching duties, not
only to heal from second- and third-degree burns, but because her headaches were
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becoming more frequent and debilitating. She planned to return to Spain, but was
increasingly skeptical about the inevitable progress of war, evident in her 1936 article,
“Do We Have to Grease Our Combat Boots?” She was concluding that though the war
began as a civil war in pursuit of justice, it quickly became a war between states, the
initial purpose swallowed up and forgotten, crushed by the mechanisms of force.

Fifth and Sixth Stations
Consumed by a desire to understand the “causes of liberty and social oppression,”
she took a break from teaching from 1934-35 to work in factories in order to pit her
personal experience against her theories.92 The experience overwhelmed her, she said “I
was, as it were, in pieces, body and soul. That contact with affliction had killed my
youth.”93 She left the factories physically weakened and emotionally exhausted. She was
humiliated, her dignity was in tatters, and she was convinced that factory work exposed
to her the fact that she was in truth, only a slave.94

Seventh, Eighth, and Ninth Stations
Her exhaustion and suffering led her toward what are referred to as her three
mystical experiences. To “wash away all this accumulated fatigue” Simone visited Spain
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and Portugal in August of 1935.95 While near Viana do Castelo, a port town in Portugal,
Simone saw a religious procession near fisherman’s huts and there felt the first of several
personal connections to Christianity. She later wrote in a letter to Father Perrin that
“There the conviction was suddenly borne in me that Christianity is preeminently the
religion of slaves, that slaves cannot help belong to it, and I among others.”96 This
conviction remained with her, deepening as time went on.
In April of 1937, still on leave from her teaching duties, Simone visited Italy. She
reveled in the beauty of Milan, Florence, Rome, operas, and art, but it was her visit to
Assisi that changed her. She says, “At Assisi I forgot about Milan, Florence, Rome, and
the rest.”97 Inside of Santa Maria degli Angeli is the Porziuncola, a little chapel gifted to
St. Francis. While inside of this chapel, Simone had another experience that never left
her. She recalls in a letter, “In 1937 I had two marvelous days at Assisi. There, alone in
the little twelfth-century Romanesque chapel of Santa Maria degli Angeli, an
incomparable marvel of purity where Saint Francis often used to pray, something stronger
than I compelled me for the first time to go down on my knees.”98
For Easter of 1938 Simone wanted to attend services at the cathedral in Solesmes
because she had heard that the Gregorian chants at services there were exceptionally
beautiful. She recalls to Father Perrin later that “I was suffering from splitting headaches;
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each sound hurt me like a blow; by an extreme effort of concentration I was able to rise
above this wretched flesh, to leave it to suffer by itself, heaped in a corner.”99 This
moment was a turning point in her spiritual life, one that impacted her thinking and
writing because, “This experience enabled me by analogy to get a better understanding of
the possibility of loving divine love in the midst of affliction. It goes without saying that
in the course of these services the thought of the Passion of Christ entered into my being
once and for all.”100 While there, she met John Vernon, a young man she called “angel
boy,” who introduced her to George Herbert’s poem, “Love,” one she called “the most
beautiful poem in the world.”101 She recalls that she would repeat it to herself when she
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Love bade me welcome. Yet my soul drew back
Guilty of dust and sin.
But quick-eyed Love, observing me grow slack
From my first entrance in,
Drew nearer to me, sweetly questioning,
If I lacked any thing.
A guest, I answered, worthy to be here:
Love said, You shall be he.
I the unkind, ungrateful? Ah my dear,
I cannot look on thee.
Love took my hand, and smiling did reply,
Who made the eyes but I?
Truth Lord, but I have marred them: let my shame
Go where it doth deserve.
And know you not, says Love, who bore the blame?
My dear, then I will serve.
You must sit down, says Love, and taste my meat:
So I did sit and eat.
George Herbert, “Love (III),” George Herbert and the Seventeenth-Century Religious
Poets, W.W. Norton and Company, Inc., 1978.
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was suffering through headaches, “concentrating all attention upon it,” and it was during
one of these headaches while reciting “Love” to herself that she had a mystical
experience. She said to Father Perrin “Christ himself came down and took possession of
me.”102

Tenth Station
Upon the German invasion of France, in 1940, Simone and her parents escaped
from Paris with mere hours to spare. They caught the last train out of the city—it took
them to Vichy, and they stayed in Marseille until 1942. Throughout these two years
Simone explored questions of religion with Father Perrin and Gustave Thibon; she
worked for the Resistance, distributing materials for them; she lived in a shack and
worked on a farm in the Rhône valley; she learned Sanskrit, and read the Bhagavad Gita;
she read the Christian mystics, and wrote and lectured about the Cathars. It was a
productive time in her intellectual life and marked significant changes in her writing. Her
mystical experiences and the development of her own theology influenced her
philosophical thought.

Eleventh and Twelfth Stations
In the fall of 1942, Simone and her parents left Marseilles, heading to New York.
Though she did not wish to leave France, she knew that her parents would not seek safety
without her. Simone stayed in New York only long enough to see her parents settled and
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arranged to get to London where the Free French were working in exile. When she finally
did arrive in London, in December of 1942, she was not given the dangerous mission she
wished for, but was, instead, asked to contribute to a document for the re-constitution of
France.103 In response, she proposed building a society that attends to the “needs of the
soul,” and wrote The Need for Roots. She slept and ate little, but wrote much. Her output
during this time is remarkable—altogether she wrote over 800 pages between December
and April.

Thirteenth Station
After collapsing in her apartment in late spring of 1943, she was diagnosed with
tuberculosis and sent to stay in a hospital. The doctors expected her to make a full
recovery, but while there she refused to follow the doctors’ dietary recommendations.
Simone refused to eat more than she believed the children of occupied France received as
rations. She died of cardiac failure on August 24, 1943.104

Fourteenth Station
Her death was judged a suicide.
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2.3. History of the Passion Libretto
La Passion de Simone is first experienced as a story told in a sequence of stations.
We are, in fact, invited and expected to first understand the work in a linear form, for the
caption included after the title is, “A Musical Journey in Fifteen Stations.” In the First
Station the soprano sings of traveling, addressing Simone, “To travel with you, in my
mind, the way of your agony.”
About the form, Saariaho explains, “La Passion consists of 15 stations. The idea
for the form of the text and the entire work came from the Passion play tradition. This
outer form is, however, the only similarity to the traditional oratorio, at least in my
opinion.”105 Almost every movement, called a “Station,” is associated with a Station of
the Cross in an ordered series of images that tell the story of Christ’s Passion from his
conviction to his entombment. As a result of being modeled upon the stations of the
Cross, La Passion is in the form of a traditional affective meditation on the cross, the
basis for Passion libretti since the Baroque era. Because Saariaho modeled La Passion on
the traditional structure and, as Aleksi Barrière indicates, in the tradition of Bach’s
Passions, a brief investigation of the origins and mechanics of the traditional Passion
libretto provides a greater understanding of Saariaho’s work.
The Passion story, often depicted as a sequence of images, presents a linear telling
of a story of suffering and death. The traditional order of the stations of the Cross is often
portrayed in paintings or carvings placed within a church or chapel; however, the images
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might be found in any number of other locations including hospitals, cemeteries, or even
outside on a mountain trail. The traditionally portrayed scenes presented proceed in this
sequence (shown in Table 2.1). Passion libretti are meditations upon these stations, and
meditations on the Passion and the artwork associated with Stations of the Cross bear an
intimate, intertextual relationship.
The word Passion is built on the Latin root, Passio, which when translated,
simply means “suffering.” Yet, the expectations and interpretive traditions associated
with the musical Passion are little influenced by the root of the word; they are, instead,
influenced by the roots of the Passion libretti. The text of a musical Passion was
originally drawn from one or more of the gospels. From the early Baroque era on,
Passion text was often interpolated with poetry, later even leaving text from the gospels
behind entirely in favor of a newly penned libretto.106 The first poetry used in these
libretti was influenced by the style and structure of affective meditative poetry on the
Passion from the Middle Ages.
Meditative poetry on the Passion is highly evocative and imaginatively involves
all the senses. The many references to sensory experiences in the libretto of La Passion
de Simone employs use rhetorical strategies such as those found in the traditional Passion
libretti. These poems are deliberately saturated with “step-by step realistic narrative,”107
the use of present tense, and the rhetorical technique energeia—a vivid and lively
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description of action or a verbal picture upon which the reader would meditate until it
formed in the mind of the meditator an imagined scene indistinguishable from a lived
memory.
Table 2.1 Stations of the Cross
1

Jesus is condemned to death

2

Jesus is made to bear a cross

3

He falls for the first time

4

Jesus meets his mother

5

He lays down his cross which is then picked up by Simon of Cyrene

6

Veronica wipes Jesus’ face

7

Jesus falls a second time

8

The women of Jerusalem weep for him

9

He falls for the third time

10

Jesus is stripped of his garments

11

He is nailed to the cross

12

Jesus dies on the cross

13

The deposition—his body is taken down

14

Jesus is placed in the sepulcher

Meditative poetry on the Passion is highly evocative and imaginatively involves
all the senses. The many references to sensory experiences in the libretto of La Passion
de Simone employs use rhetorical strategies such as those found in the traditional Passion
libretti. The intended use of meditative poems on Christ’s Passion was to cultivate a
compassionate response to Jesus’s suffering for nuns and anchoresses who wished to
“prove” that they were bound to Christ through a mystical union. As Sarah McNamer
explains in Affective Meditation and the Invention of Medieval Compassion, these poems
44

are evidence of “practices that went hand in hand with an overarching, historically
specific goal that the exercise of intimate, compassionate love appears to have afforded
uniquely to women, even as early as the eleventh century: legal marriage to Christ in the
hereafter.”108 These poems are deliberately saturated with “step-by step realistic
narrative,”109 the use of present tense, and the rhetorical technique energeia—a vivid and
lively description of action or a verbal picture upon which the reader would meditate until
it formed in the mind of the meditator an imagined scene indistinguishable from a lived
memory.
Writings about looking at the crucifix indicate that authors and artists borrow
images, phrases, and ideas from these poems. Changes in iconography, sculpture, and a
continued creation of affective poetry on the Passion reflect their influence and the
importance of the body of Christ with those who meditated on his image.

2.4. Affective Meditative Poetry in the Baroque Passion
In the early 18th-century when Bach and his librettist Picander worked on the St.
Matthew Passion, the use of affective meditation had changed little. Throughout the
Baroque era, the widespread tradition of affective meditation according to a structured
plan was common to both Catholic as well as Protestant spiritual practices.110
Sarah McNamer, Affective Meditation and the Invention of Medieval
Compassion (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2010), 84.
108

109

McNamer, Affective Meditation, 85.

Louis Martz explains the relationship between seventeenth century devotional
poems and Ignatian meditation in his book, The Poetry of Meditation (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1962).
110

45

The most influential form of affective meditation, within both Catholic and
Protestant devotional poetry, was based on a strict method of meditation. This model of
meditation was described in detail by St. Ignatius of Loyola (1491-1556).111 The structure
of the model appears throughout poetry from the late Middle Ages to the Baroque Era.
Musicologist Rosalie Athol Schellhous explains in “Form and Spirituality in Bach’s ‘St.
Matthew Passion’” that Bach’s Passion, which involves the arrangement of affective
poetry, recitative, and commentary, fits firmly into the mold of the Ignatian meditative
structure.112
An extension of the affective meditative practices of the Middle Ages, Ignatian
meditation is an affective form of contemplation. Ignatius’s manual, Spiritual Exercises
(compiled between the 1520s and 1530s, and first published in Rome, September 11,
1548), was a synthesis of previous devotional manuals, including Ludolf of Saxony’s Vita
Christi (before 1378), Meditationes sancti Bernardi (circa 1476),113 Thomas a Kempis’s
Imitatio Christi (circa 1420), and Abbot Garcia Jiménez Cisneros’s Ejercitatorio de la
vida espiritual (circa 1500).114 Moshe Sluhovsky argues that the Spiritual Exercises are to
There is, of course, a conversation about this issue, but the overarching
conclusion is that both Catholic and Protestant writers display the influence of the
Catholic meditative manuals. For a deeper look into this, see Murray Roston, “Donne and
the Meditative Tradition,” Religion & Literature 37, no. 1 (2005): 45–68, and Barbara
Lewalski, Protestant Poetics and the Seventeenth-Century Religious Lyric (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1979).
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“be regarded as nothing but a compilation of pre-existing meditations for self-cultivation
and self-actualization.”115 Ignatius not only synthesized, but codified affective
meditation.
Within the Spiritual Exercises Ignatius outlines two principal approaches to
prayer; one he calls “meditations” and another, “contemplations.” Both follow a similar
procedure. The structure of Ignatian meditation (or contemplation) is tripartite in form
and engages three human faculties: the senses (the imaginative construction or recalling
of an event), the intellect (considering the significance of the event), and the will (which
leads to behavioral or emotional changes). These three parts form the underlying pattern
and may be addressed cyclically throughout a meditation or poem. Often preceding the
body of the meditation is the “prelude,” which can establish a history of the object or
subject of contemplation. The first prelude is sometimes followed by a second prelude. In
this second prelude, the participant acknowledges what is desired as a result of this
exercise. After the preludes, the body of the meditation or contemplation is presented,
divided into different “points” or steps.
The first step within the body of both meditations and contemplations is the
composition of place, in which the participant vividly envisions themself in a specific
location associated with the subject to be contemplated. One or more of the senses are
engaged; the meditator invited to see, hear, smell, taste, and even feel the object of their
attention. The second step is to contemplate the significance of the scene just composed
or imagined—to ask what it means and how to apply lessons gleaned. The third part is to
exercise the will, embrace an emotional response, and decide upon future action as a
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result of the experience of the first and second steps. Gordon Rixon describes the concept
of the exercise as an object that can be occupied in space: “Within this living memory
structure, a composition of history and place, retreatants then further adorn their journey
by placing a more specific desire before God’s graciousness—such as compunction for
sin or compassion for the suffering of another.”116
A colloquy concludes the sequence which forms the traditional structure. Rixon
states, “We observe recurring patterns of noticing, thinking, feeling, and reflection,
patterns shaping the emerging matrices of desire that adorn the journey of retreatants on a
path to self-transcendence.”117 Passion libretti from the Baroque era on demonstrate the
influence of these characteristics. Works modeled on these often exhibit this very
structure, evident in their vivid descriptions of places or people, a contemplative
consideration of the significance of that scene, and in conclusion, an embracing of
emotional response and often even a call to action.
The traditional structure of the parts cast within a musical Passion includes
alternating parts for a narrator, who describes the sequence of events leading up to
Christ’s death, and a chorus called the turba—those onlookers who watch and even
participate in the events unfolding before them in dismay and despair, in which the
audience is also cast as a member, albeit abstractly. The turba comments upon the action
and models an appropriate response for the audience. Thus, the musical Passion both tells
a story and simultaneously draws the listener—subtly cast as a character—deeply into the

Gordon Rixon, “Transforming Mysticism: Adorning Pathways to SelfTranscendence,” Gregorianum 85, no. 4 (2004): 725.
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narrative. The musical format of the Passion became a generic model, and because the
first poetry used in the libretti of the Passion was based on the tradition of affective
meditative poetry—developing a personal relationship with the body of Christ was
inexorably tied to the experience of this musical genre.
What is left, then, if the altered Passion story is stripped of the image of Christ’s
divinity, crown of thorns, his wounds, his cross, and finally his body? Once his figure is
effaced from the work, but the frame, the structure, and rhetorical strategies left intact,
the Passion becomes a palimpsest and, in the process of being reconfigured, reveals
meanings that are otherwise obscured by the shadow cast by Christ’s body.

2.5. Simone’s Stations
After first agreeing to write a work inspired by Simone Weil’s life, Saariaho,
Maalouf, and Sellars agreed that the work would reflect the stations of the Cross, thus
unambiguously associating the work with the traditional story of Jesus’s Passion. Though
fourteen Stations of the Cross traditionally form the sequence, fifteen Stations frame La
Passion. One potential explanation is that, since a new station was added in 2000 when
Pope St. John Paul II encouraged the adoption of a fifteenth station which portrays
Jesus’s resurrection, it maps onto the new set of fifteen. But when looking for the
relationship between the traditional Stations of the Cross and the references within the
libretto, it is apparent that the fifteen stations in La Passion de Simone align with the
original fourteen Stations of the Cross, not the newer fifteen. The eighth station at the
center of La Passion de Simone is an outlier.
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either in the singer’s words addressed to Simone or in the stations that describe events in
her life. Here, in Table 2.2, the most direct associations made in the libretto are isolated
and paralleled with the stations of the Cross:118
Table 2.2 Stations of the Cross paralleled with stations La Passion de Simone
Stations of the Cross

Stations in La Passion de Simone

Station 1—Jesus is condemned to
death
Station 2—Jesus takes up the cross

Station 1—“The way of your agony”

Station 3—Jesus falls for the rst time,
rst evidence of physical exhaustion

Station 3—“To hold one’s attention,” musical
depiction of headaches— rst stage of emotional
exhaustion
Station 4—“A mother, a father, their eyes xed on
you”
Station 5—“You laid your cross on the ground”

Station 4—Jesus meets his mother
Station 5—Jesus drops the cross, and
Simon of Cyrene helps to carry it

Station 2—“You chose to carry your cross”

Station 6—Veronica wipes his face with Station 6—“image…like a shroud”
a veil
Station 7—Jesus falls for the second
time

Station 7—“Gravity and light”—Second stage of
emotional exhaustion—Simone stops working
Station 8—no reference to Stations of the Cross

Station 8—Jesus speaks with the
daughters of Jerusalem, “Do not weep
for me”

Station 9—sister/singer re ects on Weil’s gifts to
humanity, “You were incapable of moaning if the
victim was you”

Station 9—Jesus falls for the third time

Station 10—“Alone, standing in the middle of
Darkness. Invisible.” Third stage of emotional
exhaustion.
Station 11—“the Resistance mistrusted you,” Simone
stripped of hope, “for you that was the nal wound”

Station 10—Jesus is stripped of his
clothing, his wounds torn open
Station 11—Jesus is hung upon the
cross

Station 13—Jesus is removed from the
cross

Station 12—“You chose to sacri ce yourself in
another way: by withdrawing from a world plunged
into bestiality”
Station 13—“Slowly, you gave up the ghost,” Simone
dies
Station 14—“A woman had sacri ced herself for
them”

Station 14—The entombment

Station 15—“The earth where you abandoned us”

Station 12—Jesus dies
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Allusions to the traditional Stations of the Cross are included within the libretto,

The stations where Jesus falls on the way to the cross are interpreted as symbolic
of his escalating physical exhaustion. Jesus’s physical exhaustion correlates with Weil’s
increasing emotional exhaustion.119 Attuned to suffering all around her, Weil’s emotional
exhaustion eventually led to her death—a result exacerbated by her self-sacrificial ideas.
She gave up parts of her self until there was nothing left to give.
As a result of imitating the structure of the traditional Passion, elements of
Ignatian meditative structure are evident in the libretto, and La Passion de Simone can be
interpreted as a guided meditation. The first two stations function as preludes. The First
Station, a composition of space, places the fictional sister in conversation with Simone—
the libretto even refers to the act of contemplation: “I contemplate your face in the last
spring of your life. To travel with you, on the way of your agony.” The Second Station
extends the prelude, it continues to visualize Weil, creating a picture in the mind by
incorporating references to her gender, her Jewish heritage, her head, and her “lame
hands” that made her “ashamed … to the point of tears.”
Saariaho and Maalouf model the Third through Fourteenth Stations on the body of
the contemplation, cycling through the three human faculties: the senses, the intellect,
and the will. The Third Station continues to evoke the senses, specifically the sense of
Christina Maslach, Burnout: The Cost of Caring (Malor Books: Los Altos, CA
2003), 3. Maslach describes the state of emotional exhaustion as feeling “drained and
used up” and that a person suffering from emotional exhaustion lacks “enough energy to
face another day. Their emotional resources are depleted, and there is no source of
replenishment.” Symptoms of emotional exhaustion are often categorized in three stages.
Each stage may present through a combination of symptoms, including headaches, a need
to take a leave of absence from work, inability to sleep, digestive difficulties and a lack of
appetite—all symptoms exhibited by Weil at key moments in her life.
119
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sight, “you turned away from yourself to fix your gaze upon the world,” acknowledges
what is desired as a result, “to hold one’s attention towards,” and ends with more sensory
engagement, “She wanted to melt into what she gazed on. To melt, to dissolve, to
vanish.” The Fourth Station, a critical analysis of Simone’s “recklessness” which made
her parents feel the need to follow and protect her, is an evaluation of the scene composed
in the Third Station.
The Fifth Station takes us into a factory, encouraging us to share Weil's
experience working. The senses are engaged immediately with highly descriptive
physical language, “Working with your hands,” “chained to a machine as the galleyslaves were chained,” “laid your cross on the ground,” and “Branded, as slaves are
branded.” The Sixth Station continues the theme of the Fifth, but it narrows our focus—it
engages the sense of sight, asking us to look at a photograph of Simone, her factory
identification card. “There is this image, Simone, this image on your factory card. Like a
shroud where had just been imprinted the hollowed-out features of a lost face.”
The Seventh, Eighth, and Ninth Stations together are the consideration of the
experiences just envisioned, reflections upon what Weil learned through her experience in
factory work as well as a reference to her interior spiritual journey. The Seventh Station
reflects on what Weil realized, “Leaving the factory, you no longer believed in human
societies, in their joyous myths, or in their promises,” and meditates on her changing
understanding of the human spirit and the meaning of suffering: “What did you believe
in, then, Simone? Only in that fragile flame that burns within each one of us and is
nourished by our suffering.” The Ninth Station engages the will—it takes the lessons
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learned to their logical conclusion: “One should know how to love God for Himself,
Others for themselves.” Yet it continues to offer a critical and intellectual response to the
scenes of Simone’s life: “You have always been incapable of loving yourself, incapable
of moaning if the victim was you or a facet of yourself,” and, “You were never able to say
‘we.’”
The Tenth, Eleventh, Twelfth, and Thirteenth Stations compose spaces with vivid,
visual references. The Tenth Station guides the audience into visualizing Simone again,
where she is “alone once more” and found, “in a world that was decomposing, alone with
your notebooks filled with Sanskrit words, or Greek words, Alone with your look of a
mystic schoolgirl… Standing in the middle of Darkness, invisible.” The Twelfth Station
provides fewer visual cues, but it still evokes the senses through its use of metaphors,
“there loomed for you such a thirst for sacrifice” and “the final wound.” The Thirteenth
Station takes us to her deathbed with small, but significant visual cues, “At the age of
thirty-four, in a hospital in England,” and another metaphor, “slowly you gave up the
ghost.”
The Fourteenth and Fifteenth Stations evoke the will. The Fourteenth Station
challenges the listener to engage with an emotional response to the previous station,
“Mankind didn’t know that a woman had sacrificed herself for them, for their lies, their
betrayals, for their bestiality,” whereas the Fifteenth Station calls again upon the senses
“you walked toward your own annihilation,” and comes to a surprising conclusion, “Your
grace was liberated from the gravity of the world, but the earth where you abandoned us
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is always this kingdom of deceit where innocents tremble.” The meditation does not
conclude with a vision of a changed future, but one that is hopeless.
La Passion consists of two parts, Stations 1-8, and Stations 9-15. The measures
are numbered beginning with 1 at the First Station and begin again with measure 1 at the
outset of the Ninth Station. This manner of numbering the measures encourages the
reader to consider the division of these two halves as structurally significant. Though I do
not pursue this in great depth in this project, a traditional method of looking at the
narrative sequence might also be considered. The Second through Sixth Stations move us
quickly forward through Weil’s life and toward her spiritual growth and mystical
experiences. Station 6 represents a crisis in Weil’s life that leads toward a subtly unique
climax. Station 7 is the anagnorisis—a spiritual/intellectual epiphany—the point at which
she begins to see the truth of her situation, and Station 8 represents the cumulative effect
of her mystical experiences—a point of reversal, the peripeteia. These epiphanies lead to
the Ninth Station, wherein we see the singer and chorus sadly considering her
misjudgment, her hamartia. From this point, Stations 10-13 speed toward Weil’s death.
The aphorisms spoken by the reader also suggest a reversal; the themes of the quotes in
the first half include love, attention, understanding, light, and good. In the second half,
themes include solitude, force, death, exhaustion, and evil.
These methods of understanding La Passion de Simone are in line with the way
Saariaho describes the work—alternating narrative scenes with those that consider ideas,
and acknowledging the importance of Weil’s “striving for abstract (mathematical) and
spiritual-intellectual goals.” Some movements “shed light on different moments in
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Simone Weil’s life,” and though not entirely separate, some “interpret some of her
ideas.”120 Aleksi Barrière mentions the meditative element of La Passion in the Saint
Denis program,
Not only does La Passion de Simone introduce the most fundamental
questions of our society into the musical institution, but it also takes us
through music into spaces of pure meditation, unknown to our daily
routines. It is in this ability to bring out such unusual dimensions, and new
ways of seeing reality, that we recognize great works of art.121
Though La Passion is a unique genre, it is intimately related to a network of
artistic structures that are realized in affective meditation codified by St. Ignatius because
a layer of its frame was modeled upon the traditional Stations of the Cross. La Passion de
Simone displays elements of a structure and meditative tradition that has been perpetuated
by Passion libretti evident in works from the Baroque era onward. It is, indeed, a
meditation that conceals a mystery.

Saariaho, program notes, La Passion de Simone, https://saariaho.org/works/lapassion-de-simone/.
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Barrière, program notes, Festival Saint Denis,
“Non seulement La Passion de Simone introduit les questions les plus fondamentales de
notre société dans l’institution musicale, mais elle nous emmène aussi par la musique
dans des espaces de pure méditation, inconnus de nos routines quotidiennes. C’est à leur
capacité à susciter de telles dimensions à contretemps, et de nouvelles manières de voir la
réalité, que l’on reconnaît les grandes entreprises artistiques.”
http://www.chambreauxechos.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/
LPDS_SaintDenis_programmeFR.pdf
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3.

CHIASM

3.1. Introduction: Contradiction

`

Contradiction experienced to the very depths of the being tears us heart and soul: it is the
cross.122—Simone Weil

La Passion de Simone is presented as a journey, each moment, each Station
following the other in order, as one footstep forward follows another. The mystery it
holds within is obscured by this sequence, but when read as a chiasmus, La Passion
begins to reveal its secrets. In this chapter I introduce the idea of examining the work as a
synchronic, geometric structure. I utilize hermeneutic and literary analysis, as well as
pitch-class set analysis and semiotics to explain how meaning is encoded in the structure,
as well as the melodic and harmonic materials of the music.
Saariaho explains in her program notes that some stations of La Passion de
Simone “shed light on different moments” in Weil’s life, and “interpret some of her
ideas.”123 Interpreting experiences expressed through music requires a strategy for
analyzing how this music communicates experiences mimetically, but interpreting ideas
requires an alternate analytical approach. The question to be confronted is not simply the
age-old "How might an abstract idea be manifested musically?” but more specifically,
how does Saariaho manifest an abstract idea in her music? Discovering the answer to that
122
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question is a challenge that all who have analyzed Saariaho’s music have attempted to
address.
Liisamaija Hautsalo analyzed and identified recognizable musical topics in
Saariaho’s operas, with particular success in L’Amour de loin, while Yayoi Uno Everett
has shown that analyzing semic units which “carry psychological resonances, but resist
fixed topical identification,” proves an effective analytical tool.124 She prefers to analyze
semes because they “differ from topics in their identification with a variable range of
moods or expressive registers."125 This strategy broadens the possibilities for interpreting
Saariaho’s other works. Everett explains why she chose to move beyond topic analysis in
her study of Saariaho’s opera Adriana Mater: “I find it difficult to pin down recurring
musical ideas as having consistent topical functions in Adriana Mater, given its episodic
form and many layered textures.”126 Her conclusion is that semic units are more flexible
compositional material than topics.
In a dissertation published in 2018, Xingzimin Pan identifies Saariaho’s signature
pitch-class sets and analyzes how she develops and transposes them.127 More than one
analyst applies the term “signature” in reference to Saariaho’s pitch-class sets. Miguel
Roig-Francoli reports that, in an interview, Saariaho shared that her favorite intervals are

124

Everett, Reconfiguring Myth, 89.

125

Everett, Reconfiguring Myth, 90.

126

Yayoi Uno Everett, Reconfiguring Myth, 89.
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on Formal Design and Selection of Feneral Zhang's Limericks for Baritone, Men's Choir
and Chamber Orchestra,” Ph.D. diss. (The University of Utah, 2018).
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the minor second, and minor and major thirds. Miguel Francoli identifies the combination
of those intervals as the composer’s “signature intervals,” creating the trichords (013),
(014), (015), and (037).128 Each of these strategies has proven productive and provided
insight for interpretation of her music.
In my analysis of this work, I utilize a combination of these methods. I have
identified pitch-class sets associated with specific concepts which, because their
associations to their concepts emerge gradually—that is, they are learned, or indexed—
function as icons. The iconic pitch-class sets are often modified (inverted, transposed, or
juxtaposed with their complement) to communicate an antithetical concept. For example,
the pitch-class set (0137), is associated with the word “resurrection,” whereas its
inversion, the iconic pitch-class set (0236), is associated with the idea of “withdrawal” or
kenosis (in Weil’s terms, the concept of "decreation").129 The icons are sometimes
presented simultaneously, and often the icons are combined with “topics.” Topics are
figures that are culturally associated with particular meanings, a technique that Robert
Hatten calls “troping.” When a seme or icon is “troped” with a topic, Hatten shows the
result is the creation of a metaphor.130 To identify and name these topics or typical
Miguel A. Roig-Francoli, Understanding Post-Tonal Music (New York:
McGraw-Hill, 2008), 353.
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Weil defines the concept in Gravity and Grace, “Decreation: To make
something created pass into the uncreated. Destruction: To make something created pass
into nothingness. A blameworthy substitute for decreation.” 78.
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Robert Hatten, “On Metaphor and Syntactic Troping in Music,” in Music
Semiotics: A Network of Significations, ed. by Esti Scheinberg (Burlington: Ashgate
Publishing Company, 2012): 94. Hatten explains that his theory of troping does not
necessarily include cross-domain mappings, rather, it is about how music creates its own
metaphors when two ideas are active simultaneously resulting in a new idea.
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figures, I look not only to semiotic and topic theories of Hautsalo, Everett, Hatten, and
Monelle, but also to the Baroque theory of musical rhetoric.

Table 3.1 Overview of Significant Pitch-Class Set Icons

It might be argued that there is an inherent difficulty regarding the aural
identification of a pitch-class set in various contexts. Pitch-class sets are not tied to
specific pitches, rather, they are identified as the intervallic relationship between the
pitches in the collection. Some of the most significant sets in this work, (0236), for
example, contain particularly recognizable intervals. The pitch-class set (0236) contains
the striking intervals of the minor second and the tritone—in any situation the dissonance
integral in this collection is undeniably unique. The iconic pitch-class sets acquire layers
of complexity early in the work, signaled by these striking intervals, and always
associated, somehow, with an identifiable concept.
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3.2. Crossing the Chiasm
All truth contains a contradiction. Contradiction is the point of the pyramid.131—Simone
Weil
La Passion de Simone is a study in duality. Pairs of concepts are presented hand in
hand, not as “This or That,” but rather “This and (paradoxically) That.” The dualism of
Weil’s life as lived philosophy juxtaposed with the challenging nature of her central
theology or spirituality of decreation is continually highlighted throughout the work.
Saariaho herself describes the work in pairs and paradoxes:
I have always been fascinated by Simone’s striving for abstract
(mathematical) and spiritual-intellectual goals, Peter is interested in her
social awareness and political activities. Amin brought out the gaping
discrepancy between her philosophy and life, showing the fate of the frail
human being amongst great ideas.132
Even her dedication, “to my children Alex and Aliisa,” includes a pair. Correlated
symmetries are apparent within the theme, and within fourteen of the fifteen stations.
Understanding the duality and mathematical symmetry of the work is a hermeneutical
key.
As Saariaho indicates, one central duality explored in the work is the symmetrical
correlation of abstract thought and embodied experience. Noted first in the two primary
types of stations within the body of the work are those in which the intention is to
interpret Weil’s ideas, and those in which the intention is to highlight or illustrate events
in her life. Upon examination, a contradictory duality is notable in almost every station:
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Table 4.1 Dual Themes in La Passion de Simone
1. Life: Death
2. Choice: Force
3. Exist: Vanish
4. Devotion: Recklessness
5. Dignity: Slavery
6. Affliction: Waiting
7.Gravity: Grace
8. Withdrawal
9. Self: Other
10. Worldly Sovereignty: Truth in Solitude
11. Force: Sacrifice
12. Bestiality: Dignity
13. Death: Love
14. Pure: Evil
15. Annihilation: Resurrection

Paradoxical dualism or correlated symmetry is apparent in a variety of subtle
ways in the First and Fifteenth Stations of the work. Both framing stations include the
same epigraph, a quotation of Weil’s words published in Gravity and Grace, “Nothing
that exists is absolutely worthy of love, so we must love that which does not exist.” To
communicate this abstract idea, Weil utilizes is a chiasmus, a poetic device derived from
the Greek χιασµός, “chiasmós” which, translated, means “crossing.” Jamin Pelkey
explains that the chiasmus pattern, “can be described as the parallel, or (a)symmetrical,
inversion of two or more terms framed as antithetical pairs, being held in something of a
mirror image relation in order to suggest relations and processes of unity, tension,
reversal, and/or exchange.”133 In his study of emblematic uses of chiasmus in English and
American texts, Max Nänny states that the “chiasmus may be used as an ‘emblem' or
icon of reversal or inversion generally. Furthermore, the return to the initial element at the
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end of a chiastic sequence may, on a somewhat more metaphorical level, suggest
circularity and, ultimately, a certain form of closure or non-progressive stasis.”134
Interpretations of the chiasmus as an inversion, a mirror, a process, or a symbol may be
directly related to the meaning of the text.135
The chiasmus is commonly diagrammed as a basic parallelism, A:B::B’:A’ and
spatially visualized as a crossed pair of lines. An illustration of the chiasmus as an X
shows how concepts are juxtaposed across a central axis.

A more complex example may be diagrammed as A:B:C:B’:A’, where the C is
understood as the axis at which the parallel but contradictory ideas meet. As Pelkey
explains, the “Chiasmus can be used both to vividly frame the contradiction or rupture
between some set of oppositions and simultaneously to bring these differences into
dialogue.”136 The axis of a chiasmus may be many layers deep, it may be symmetrical or
asymmetrical, but must follow the primary rule that the central concept is surrounded by
parallel yet somehow contrasted ideas.

Max Nänny, “Chiastic Structures in Literature: Some Forms and Functions,”
Swiss Papers in English Language and Literature (1987): 2.
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The chiasmus in the epigraph, “Nothing that exists is absolutely worthy of love, so
we must love that which does not exist” might be diagrammed as:
A Nothing that exists is (absolutely) worthy of
B love,
B’ (so we must) love
A’ that which does not exist.137
Chiasmus, though most apparent at the sentence level, can occur at any level of a
text. In A Dictionary of Literary Terms, J.A. Cuddon says that the chiasmus is a
“balancing pattern in verse or prose, where the main elements are reversed.”138 The
elements include all possible types—they might be words, sentences, narrative elements,
etc., and at any level the chiasmus might be combined with other types of rhetorical
figures. Commonly used with chiasmus are parallelism, antithesis (a dialectical
chiasmus), and antimetabole (the repetition of words in successive clauses). The best-

This aphorism is taken from Gravity and Grace, trans. Emma Craufurd and
Mario von der Ruhr (London and New York: Routledge, 1952), 110. ”Nothing which
exists is absolutely worthy of love. We must therefore love that which does not exist. This
non-existent object of love is not a fiction, however, for our fictions cannot be any more
worthy of love than we are ourselves, and we are not worthy of it.” The subject of this
paragraph is “God,” which, in Weil’s thinking is synonymous with “The Good,” yet she
often discusses justice, love, and compassion expressed as giving “attention” to what
does not exist. In Waiting for God, she writes, “Love for our neighbor, being made of
creative attention, is analogous to genius. Creative attention means really giving our
attention to what does not exist.” Weil, Waiting for God, trans. Emma Craufurd (New
York: Harper & Row, 1973), 110.
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known large work in the chiastic pattern is the Iliad in which some individual books are
arranged in the chiastic form while the larger work is itself a chiasmus.139
The aphorisms in the First and Fifteenth Stations of La Passion are chiasmi, and
Saariaho uses the chiasmus pattern as a tool to form some individual stations and the
work as a whole, much like Weil’s beloved Iliad. The First and Fifteenth Stations are the
outermost layer of multiple rings around the axis of the Eighth Station.

3.3. The First Station: Life:Death
With time we are altered, and, if as we change we keep our gaze directed towards the
same thing, in the end illusions are scattered and the real becomes visible. 140 —Simone
Weil
‘Give me a point of leverage and I will lift up the world.’ This point of leverage is the
cross. There can be no other. It has to be at the intersection of the world and that which is
not the world. The cross is this intersection.141 —Simone Weil

Though these framing stations do not directly interpret Simone’s ideas, as
chiasmi, they hold the ideas within as evinced by their structure and contents. The First
Station introduces Simone and addresses the duality Life:Death.

Cedric H. Whitman, Homer and the Heroic Tradition (Cambridge Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1958), 254.
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Première station

First Station

Chant : Simone, grande sœur,
Petite sœur, Simone!
Je contemple ton visage
Au dernier printemps de ta vie
Pour refaire avec toi, en pensée,
Le chemin de ton agonie.
Tu es née longtemps avant moi
Puis, un jour, tu as renoncé à vieillir.
Je t’admire d’avoir fait de ta vie
Une traversée lumineuse,
Mais je t’en veux d’avoir préféré la mort.

Solo voice: Simone, big sister,
Little sister, Simone!
I gaze on your face
In the last spring of your life
To travel with you, in my mind,
The way of your agony.
You were born long before me
Then, one day, you gave up growing old.
I admire you for making of your life
A shining crossing,
But I expect that you preferred death.

Lecture : « Rien de ce qui existe n’est
absolument digne d’amour, il faut donc
aimer ce qui n’existe pas.»

Speaker: “Nothing that exists is worthy of
love, so we must love that which does not
exist.”

The narrative of the First Station begins in medias res—the setting is established
by the soundscape, and the missing elements of the story provided, not by the libretto, but
by the music. Reminiscent of Saariaho’s earlier works, including the opening of Oltra
Mar and the storm sequence in L’Amour de loin, the introduction begins solemnly, long
tones rising in steady waves, as if moving into a state outside of consciousness, one note
at a time. Glass chimes sounding above glisten and free our attention from the gravity of
the low, rumbling opening pitches—they glide upward, evoking a glittering mystical
lightness. The harp and celesta cushion the space between with repetitive figures
composed of the pitch-class set (0148) over a low bass B♭pedal tone on the pitches
B♭-D#-F-G♭. The softly swirling repetitive figure slowly accumulates new notes; in
measure 7 the new pitch-class set is (01458) and an A is added to the pitch collection; in
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measure 10 a new pitch, C#, is added. On the downbeat of measure 12 the pitch-class
collection is (01458), and the collection of pitches used throughout the measure and
evolving repetitive figure now includes the notes B ♭-B-C#-D-F#-A. The repetition is as
grounding as the gradual change is transfixing. In Baroque music, constant repetition like
that in the introduction of this First Station is associated with the epizeuxis, a rhetorical
figure that uses the repetition of a word (or sound) for emphasis.142 The idea being
emphasized is unclear, but only for a few moments.
A brief but delicately climactic transition leaves the audience in weightless
suspense. This climax ends with a repeated ascensus arising from the glistening wash of
sound. The ascensus is an ascending passage associated with exalted images or ascension
—here it is played by the celesta on the pitch-class set (0124589) (C#-D-F-G♭-A-A#B).143 The soprano’s first line begins at measure 25 where she draws out her first six
words, a paradoxical duality, “Simone, grande soeur, petite soeur,” sung on the first six
notes, B-E♭-F#-G-(B)-A#.144 Though this utilizes a new collection of pitches, their
pitch-class set (01458) is already familiar and is the complement of the set that was just
heard in the ascensus, creating completion in contrast. The pitch-class set (01458) is

Dietrich Bartel, Musica Poetica: Musical-Rhetoric al Figures in German
Baroque Music (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1997), 263.
142

143

Bartel, Musica Poetica, 207.

“Simone, big sister, little sister” is used in multiple places throughout the
work, conveying the impression that it is modeled on the idea of a Homeric epithet.
144
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associated with the idea of Simone.145 It is apparent now that the epizeuxis on the (01458)
figure in mm. 1-12 is a metaphor, a musical meditation on Simone, while the ascensus on
(0124589) is the absence of Simone.
Figure 3.1: mm. 18-33.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

The strings swell in intensity from mm. 27-33 on a repeated figure known in
Baroque rhetorical theory as a bombilus, a figure used create a sense of agitation or
emphasis.146 The sudden tension and darkness after the delicate opening dominated by the
celesta, harp, and glass chimes is startling—the subtle deepening of the phrase
foreshadows the psychological turmoil explored and illustrated throughout La Passion. It
This pitch-class set is a part of the hexatonic scale. This scale formed the basis
for Saariaho’s Papillons for solo cello, composed in 2000. While not identified as a
“signature set” it is not unusual for the composer to utilize it in her work.
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Dietrich Bartel, Musica Poetica: Musical-Rhetorical Figures in German
Baroque Music (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1997), 212-213. In their study of
Bach’s St. Matthew Passion, Florin Păun and Roxana Pepelea found extensive use of this
figure, see “Musical-Rhetorical Figures Illustrated in Bach’s Matthaus-Passion,” Bulletin
of the Transilvania University of Brasov, Series VIII, Performing Arts, Special Issue,
Brasov, 11 no. 2 (2018): 229-238.
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elides with the repetition of the singer’s calling, “Simone”—it is the sound of a breath
tight in the chest, a sob caught in the throat.
The bombilus ceases, and the score indicates “calmo, espressivo.” The great
distance between the strings, dark and mysterious, suggest a bridge between the
narrator’s world and another. The soprano’s line “Je contemple ton visage” (“I
contemplate your face”) emerges from the shadowy strings and outlines a new pitch-class
set (013478), a set that returns composed of a different pitch collection and presented as a
vertical chord near the end of the station. At this early phase in this work, the pitch-class
set (013478) is associated with the singer’s meditative consideration of Simone’s image.
The strings play high glissandi, imparting a halo of gentle sadness as the celesta
meditatively contributes a disjointed melody. Tender and reflective, the singer alerts the
listeners to the emotional tenor of this movement—we are led into understanding that the
singer feels admiration for the “sister” and a sense of protectiveness. The intensity of the
grief imparted by the recurring bombilus detracts from any sense of condescension that
the term “little sister” might imply.
The driving bombilus recurs after each of the soprano’s phrases in this section. Its
cumulative texture contributes to a sense of foreboding, darkening the shimmering light
with which this station began.
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Figure 3.2: mm. 55-63.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

The First Station is ninety-two measures long. At its axis (in and surrounding
measure 46), the soprano sings the word “agonie” (“agony”). Her melody outlines pitchclass set (016) in the shape of a cross on pitches A#-F-D-A#.147 The final syllable of the
word descends a half step, a tragic pianto, echoed by the piccolo, as it slides down in a
glissando in the following measure.148 The use of a cross shaped musical gesture in the
context of a Passion is not without precedent. Patrick Saint-Dizier discusses cross shaped
melodic sequences in Musical Rhetoric: Foundations of Annotation Schemes, identifying
the strategy as hypotyposis, which “[are] short sequences of notes that have a strong
Patrick Saint-Dizier, Musical Rhetoric: Foundations and Annotation Schemes
(John Wiley & Sons, Incorporated, 2014), 141.
147

The pianto is musical symbol of grief or tragedy deeply embedded in musical
experience and expectation. See Raymond Monelle, The Sense of Music: Semiotic Essays
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), 1, 17-18 and 66-79.
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suggestive power. The suggestion may be visual or auditive.” He explains further, “A
visual example is the famous case of the cross as used by H. Schütz in his passions
around (1620-1630) and later by J.S. Bach in the Orgelbüchlein Choral 27 (Christ lag in
Todesbanden).”149 The harmonies, widely spaced throughout the orchestra, also
communicate an idea as the instruments surrounding the melody play the pitch-class set
(0236), a set used throughout La Passion, now associated with sacrifice and pain; later
however, as the work progresses, the constellation of concepts associated with this
collection of intervals broadens.
Figure 3.3: mm. 46-47, reduction.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

The pitch-class set (016) was used first in measure 39, setting the words “de ta
vie” (“of your life”)—the pitches are the same, though in a different order (F-B-A#).
Within the first few phrases of the First Station, the ideas of “life” and “agony” are
correlated, both associated with an identical pitch-class set, and appear in the shape of a
cross. The metaphor created equates life with agony and sacrifice. The final words the
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Saint-Dizier, Musical Rhetoric, 72.
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narrator sings in the First Station are “la mort” (“death”), set to a descending minor
second on the notes G♭ and F, utilizing the pianto topic.
The second half of the station, a reflection upon the singer’s feelings about
Simone’s life, includes clues to this musical puzzle. Upon the words “fait de ta vie”
(“making of your life”) the melody outlines the pitch-class set (016) in mm. 65-66, the set
previously associated with the word “life.” The libretto at this point, “Je t’admire d’avoir
fait de ta vie une traversée lumineuse” (“I admire you for making of your life a
shining crossing”), lends itself to text painting and Saariaho takes this opportunity to set
it elegantly. Utilizing the now familiar (016) intervals, the three syllables of “traversée” is
spread over six pitches, beginning with a quick descent on a triplet figure followed by a
leaping reversal to complete the word, musically portraying the concept of a painful
“crossing.” The word “lumineuse” (“shining” or “luminous”) follows in mm. 69-71 (see
Figure 3.4) and, again, outlines the pitch-class set (016), in an asymmetrical cross shape.
The percussion drop away, and the soprano remains delicately suspended upon the
penultimate syllable as the harp ascends rapidly and the strings glissando through
gleaming high notes—the piccolo pierces the gauzy sound with a breath tone, conveying
the impression of light refracted from a great distance.
As this phrase ends, the dark bombilus figuration, which the listener has come to
expect, does not reappear. Rather, the string section is nearly static, sustaining extended
notes, allowing the celesta and harp to dominate the texture and end the phrase with an
iridescent shimmer of sound.
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Figure 3.4: mm. 69-77.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

The soprano’s short final phrase combines two significant pitch-class sets. A
regretful melody set to pitch-class set (013478) accompanied by a descending melody
played on the harp (0124589)—the compliment to Simone’s icon—musically
representing her absence. Together these sets musically represent the idea of a meditation
upon her absence.
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The concluding section integrates the newly created icons and troped topics—now
understood as musical metaphors—to draw the station to a close. The final eight
measures of the First Station are composed of pitch-class set (0236) resolving to (01568),
over a B♭ pedal in the bass. The pitches, (B♭)-B-C#-D-F#-G, closely correspond to
those that opened the station. In measure 77 electronic sounds create a new acoustic
space for the first time in this station. The effect of “filtered wind,” hollow and otherworldly, opens a window to a vacuous expanse outside the mind of the narrator. The
reader’s words whisper deliberately through the sense of stasis created by the electronics
and strings sustaining high notes “molto vibrato”—there is no dramatic inflection, no
urgency. It is as if the reader is reciting a mantra, unaware and unconcerned about any
audience, enveloped in her own, separate reality.
The First Station is a small musical chiasmus, opened and closed with a collection
of the same pitches (B♭-C#-D-F-F#). Its two sides are centered around pitch-class
collections associated with central concerns of Simone’s life and the themes of this work,
namely kenosis and agony (though Weil, in her own writing, often used the words
“suffering” and “malheur” translated as “affliction” rather than “agony”). On either side
of the center are life and death.
The structure of a chiasma resembles that of some familiar musical forms,
including ternary, arch, and sonata forms. These musical structures are traditionally
characterized by modulation from one tonal center to another and the introduction,
development, and return of consistent, recognizable motifs. Saariaho does not use these
strategies to construct the form of this station. Instead, she creates a coded musical
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language using pitch-class sets associated with ideas, all presented in the form of a
chiasmus—her music communicates the essence of the story in a language of its own.
Figure 3.5: mm. 85-92, reduction.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

Diagrammed, the chiastic structure of the First Station foreshadows the story that
unfolds over the course of La Passion:
A Simone’s life (01458)
B Contemplation (013478)
C Life/agony (016)
D Agony+kenosis (016)+(0236)=(012458)
C’ Life/crossing (016)
B’ Contemplation (013478)
A’ Absence of Simone (0124589), and kenosis (0236)
Its symmetrical correlation is the Fifteenth Station, and their symmetry can be seen in the
order of their dual themes: Life:Death::Annihilation:Resurrection.
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3.4. The Fifteenth Station: Annihilation:Resurrection
In a sense (but in what sense?) original sin, the expulsion from the earthly Paradise, the
Passion, and the Resurrection are continually taking place together each moment.150—
Simone Weil
The Fifteenth Station, a study of the duality of Annihilation:Resurrection, is
characterized by musical references to the experiences that caused Weil pain juxtaposed
with musical movements upward. It begins with a strong gesture, a chord composed of
pitch-class set (012458), first heard in the First Station at the center, when the agony icon
(016) was superimposed upon the kenosis icon (0236). Inverted it is (01347), a pitchclass set that occurs later in this station associated with the word “resurrection.” The
collection of pitches used is the familiar, B♭-B-C#-D-F-A heard at the beginning at end
of the First Station. Out of the first forceful sonority the oboe draws a melody made of
the pitch-class set (0236).
Incorporated into the first twenty-seven measures of this introduction are brief
references to themes from other movements—a musical summary, providing quick
flashbacks through Simone’s life (see Chapter 4). These include a reference to her time
working in the factory (the Fifth Station), her desire to join the war effort (the Eleventh
Station), and her constant migraines (the Third Station).

Simone Weil, The Notebooks of Simone Weil, trans. Arthur Wills (London:
Routledge, 1956), 539.
150
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Figure 3.6: mm. 624-632.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.
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The first reference heard is to the Fifth Station—the second oboe’s falling halfstep dotted rhythm referenced in the Fifteenth Station at mm. 629-630.
Figure 3.7: Fifth Station, mm. 440-448.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

Next, mm. 638-640, the trumpet motif from the Eleventh Station captures the
listener’s attention, recalling Simone’s determination to fight force with force if
necessary.
Figure 3.8: Fifteenth Station, mm. 633-640.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.
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Figure 3.9: Eleventh Station, mm. 250-252.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

The sound of pain caused by Weil’s constant migraine headaches, first
experienced in the Third Station, jars at measure 641, the strident strings simultaneously
pulling back and pushing forward.
Figure 3.10: Third Station, mm. 185-190.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.
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After this brief, but summary introduction, the soprano addresses Simone. The
libretto here is again an apostrophe, the singer addresses her directly, “By your death,
everything that you had said was transformed into a testament.” Again, duality and
paradox hide beneath the surface of the libretto. Superficially, the word “testament"
denotes a connection to the Passion story, but its connotation is to Weil’s modeling of
what it means to live—and die—as a perfectly pure conduit for the good.
The sound of low strings moving like ponderous, slightly uneven steps leads to
the chorus’s first phrase; they sing, “You walked toward your own annihilation and you
won a resurrection.” And while the apparent meaning of the text is a reference to the
interpretation of her death as a suicide, it is, at a deeper level, a reference to Weil’s belief
that decreation of the self leads to light and truth. Saariaho herself does not necessarily
believe that Weil’s death was a deliberate choice, but rather a result of her emotional
state. In 2018 Andrew Ford asked Saariaho, “Did she let herself die?” To which Saariaho
responded,
Maybe. But suicide in a way that a person doesn’t take care of themself. Or
maybe knowing her huge will-power, maybe it was a suicide. How could we
know? She clearly didn’t want to continue living. But on the other hand, she
didn’t want to tell her goals about that to her family. She continued writing as if
nothing would happen. I think we can all have ideas or theories about what was
going on in her mind. She must have been very depressed that there was no way
she could participate in an active way in the war. And she was suffering so much
about the things that she knew were happening.151

Telephone Interview with Andrew Ford, the Music Show, Broadcast on Sunday, 16
December 2018. https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/musicshow/kaijasaariaho-finland-simone-weil/10621936
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Quinzième station
Chant: Par ta mort, tout ce que tu avais
dit
S’est transformé en testament.
Chœur: Tu as marché
Vers l’anéantissement de toi-même,
Et tu as obtenu
Une résurrection.
Lecture: « Ne pas croire à l’immortalité
de l’âme, mais regarder toute la vie
comme destinée à préparer l’instant de
la mort... »
Chant: Ta passion, Simone, grande
sœur,
Ta passion a vaincu l’oubli,
Ta grâce a triomphé
De la pesanteur du monde.
Lecture: « Rien de ce qui existe n’est
absolument digne d’amour, il faut donc
aimer ce qui n’existe pas. »
Chant: Ta grâce a triomphé
De la pesanteur du monde.
Mais la terre où tu nous as abandonnés
Est toujours ce royaume trompeur
Où tremblent les innocents.

Fifteenth Station
Solo voice: By your death, everything
that you had said
Was transformed into a testament.
Chorus: You walked
Towards your own annihilation
And you won a resurrection.
Speaker: “Do not believe in the
immortality of the soul, but regard the
whole of life as destined to prepare you
for the moment of death...”
Solo voice: Your passion, Simone, big
sister,
Your passion conquered oblivion,
Your grace triumphed
Over the heaviness of the world.
Speaker: “Nothing that exists is worthy
of love, so we must love that which does
not exist”.
Solo voice: Your grace triumphed
Over the heaviness of the world.
But the earth where you abandoned us
Is always this kingdom of deceit
Where innocents tremble.

The dual themes of this station are, appropriately, given dual iconic pitch-class
sets. The word “anéantissement” (“annihilation”) in the bass and sopranos, is set to pitchclass set (02368). The basses and tenors sing the word “résurrection” on pitches that form
the (01458) set, and the last syllable of the word, notable because here a significant color
change occurs, is set to a new pitch-class set, (0347) the inversion of Simone’s (01458)
icon. The chorus gently sings the lamenting phrase, “et tu as obtenu une résurrection”
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(“And you won a resurrection”), the melody of the soprano line is the pitch-class set
(01347).
Figure 3.11: mm. 666-671.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

Following the chorus’s phrase, the mood changes slightly. The established
heaviness is lightened momentarily as the speaker meditates on immortality, the universe,
and preparing for death. The expansive sound of the associated electronics combined with
high strings and ascending woodwinds does not support the voice, but rather provides a
space for it.
The speaker pierces the nebula of sound, her text taken from Weil’s last
notebooks, where the entire entry reads:
Not to believe in the immortality of the soul, but to look upon the whole of
life as destined to prepare for the moment of death;
not to believe in God, but to love the universe, always, even in the throes
of anguish, as a home—there lies the road toward faith by way of atheism.
This is the same faith as that which shines resplendent in religious
81

symbols. But when it is reached by this road, such symbols are of no
practical use at all.152

The grace provided by this musical void does not last long. Abruptly drawing the
listener back to earth, a bombilus pattern ascends through the strings, one instrument at a
time, followed by abrupt arcs downward “con forza,” leading into the soprano’s next
phrase, “ta passion, Simone, grande soeur” (“Your passion, Simone, my elder sister”).
Figure 3.12: mm. 695-696, reduction.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

Significantly, here at the end of the phrase, in the center of the station, the strings
play a forceful (0236) icon immediately before the singer sings “ta passion.” Again, the
text contains a depth of meaning beyond what is apparent. The phrase “Your passion,
Simone, my elder sister, your passion defeated oblivion,” suggests a reference to Weil’s
intense empathic response to the suffering of the world, while at the same time it is a
reference to her cruciform—self-emptying—expression of love. The association to
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Weil, Notebooks, 469.
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cruciform or kenotic love is apparent at mm. 694-695 (the center of the station) in the
shape of the music, for the word “passion” is musically arranged in the shape of a cross
immediately after the music builds to a climax abruptly ending on the kenotic icon, the
pitch-class set (0236).
After the axis, the singer again addresses Simone,
Singer:
Your passion defeated oblivion,
Your grace was liberated
From the gravity of the world.
At the repetition of the word “passion” the first two and the last notes of the
melody are set to pitch-class set (016). As the soprano sings “Ta grace c’est libéré da la
pesanteur du monde” (“your grace was liberated from the gravity of the world”), the
strings hold a B♭ pedal, slowly building on this a familiar collection of tones, D-F-C#.
Upon the completion of the word “world,” the celesta glides lightly through a scalar
ascenscus at measure 711, a musical reference to Simone’s freedom from the gravity of
the world.
Figure 3.13: mm. 701-711.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.
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The ascension is followed by another return to the world of pain—for the
transitional section that follows serves as another flashback. It moves through memories
of suffering in a brief reference to the mechanical themes of the Fifth and Sixth
Stations153 (at mm. 712-715) then rests on a B♭pedal as the oboe begins a long
descending melodic line. The flute takes over the line, drawing its short phrase to a close
on the pitch-class set (01457), associated with “attention.” Then the clarinet assumes the
melody, beginning its descent beginning with the icon (0236) followed by (016). Next,
the bassoon draws the descending line to a close as the speaker reads her final line,
“Nothing that exists is absolutely worthy of love, so we must love that which does not
exist.” A meditative epizeuxis follows, played by the celesta accompanied by the
contrabassoon on pitch-class set (0236), emphasizing the kenotic icon:
Figure 3.14: mm. 732-737, reduction.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.
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See Chapters 4 and 5.
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This aphorism quoted in the First and Fifteenth Stations is taken from Gravity and
Grace, the full entry reads,”Nothing which exists is absolutely worthy of love. We must
therefore love that which does not exist. This non-existent object of love is not a fiction,
however, for our fictions cannot be any more worthy of love than we are ourselves, and
we are not worthy of it.”154 The subject of this paragraph is “God,” synonymous with
“The Good,” yet she discusses justice, love, and compassion expressed as giving
“attention” to what does not exist. In Waiting for God, she writes, “Love for our neighbor,
being made of creative attention, is analogous to genius. Creative attention means really
giving our attention to what does not exist.”155 This paradoxical puzzle is what the body
of this composition explores.
The final phrases of the Passion end with a surprising chiastic turn in the libretto,
the non-progressive stasis of this work echoes the stasis in which the world is left without
Simone.

Your grace was liberated
From the gravity of the world,
But the earth where you abandoned us
Is always this kingdom of deceit
Where innocents tremble.

As previously noted, it is not uncommon to find multiple rhetorical devices used in
tandem with the chiasmus. In this portion of the libretto, Maalouf makes use of antithesis

Simone Weil, Gravity and Grace, trans. Emma Craufurd and Mario von der
Ruhr (London and New York: Routledge, 1952), 110.
154

Weil, Waiting for God, trans. Emma Craufurd (New York: Harper & Row,
1973), 110.
155
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(an expression of opposition or contrast), and parallelism (balancing two or more
arguments of equal importance) within the chiasmatic structure of the final stanza. Weil
was liberated, but, despite her efforts, the world was not.
A You walked towards your own annihilation and you won a resurrection.
Your passion defeated oblivion,
B your grace was liberated from the gravity of the world.
B’ Your grace was liberated from the gravity of the world,
A’ But the earth where you abandoned us
Is always this kingdom of deceit where innocents tremble.

The soprano begins her final sentence at measure 744. At the end of the word
“world,” alluding to the force of gravitational pull, the harp begins another descending
line, a descensus or catabasis, on the pitch-class set (013478), the contemplation icon
first heard the end of the First Station.
Figure 3.15: mm. 744-749.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.
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The horns play a pensive chord over a B♭ pedal, followed by the flute playing a
pianto dropping from G♭ to F. The clarinets and bassoon echo the pianto beginning on
D and falling to C#.
The final five pitches heard in the Passion are the pitch-class set (01458),
Simone’s icon. The final tones heard in the station are B♭-C#-D-F-G♭-A, a collection
of pitches nearly identical to that which opened the station, as well as those which opened
and closed the first station. There is a sense of waiting—of something missing. There is
no ethereal electronic soundscape, no speaker, reference to or space for Weil’s continued
existence.
The reversal in the final lines of the libretto holds up a mirror that reflects the
chiastic form of the theme and the work: after all this pain and suffering, we have gone
nowhere. We are left exactly where we began, grieving without consolation.
The chiasmus formed by the Fifteenth Station may be diagrammed:
A Agony + kenosis (012458)
B Simone’s annihilation::resurrection (0124589)::(01347)
C kenosis and agony (0236) (016)
B’ contemplation (01347)
A’ Simone (01458)
When La Passion is read as a chiasmus, the entire work may be understood as a
musical reflection on Simone’s paradoxical belief that to love fully it is necessary to
empty oneself: to empty oneself it is necessary to abandon all that one loves. The
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audience has been asked to leave their learned expectations of what a “Passion” is
behind, to empty themselves, but they are left with a void.
The First Station is a micro-chiasmus that foreshadows the form and content of all
La Passion, whereas the Fifteenth Station reflects the musical and conceptual content, yet
it proposes a surprising reversal typical of a chiasm. This strategy of reading the First and
Fifteenth Stations may be applied to reading the entire Passion. In the following chapters,
I explore the thematic/conceptual and musical contents according to their relationship to
this form. Crossing the chiasmus, I examine Stations 5 and 11, 3 and 13, 6 and 10, and
finally, the central station, 8.

Copyright © Desirée Bradford Scarambone, 2022
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4.

MIMESIS

4.1. Introduction: Mimesis, a Shared Reality
To write the lives of the great in separating them from their works necessarily ends by
above all stressing their pettiness, because it is in their work that they have put the best of
themselves.156 —Simone Weil
The stations that, as Saariaho says, “shine light” on events in Weil’s life construct
an impressionistic narrative. She does not present them in direct sequence, for, as is
common in the tradition of Ignatian meditation on the Passion, interspersed among them
are stations that meditate on an abstract idea rather than presenting a linear narrative or
mimetic imagery. In this chapter, I isolate Stations 5, 11, and 13—these are stations that
musically illustrate formative or important events in Weil’s life. In the Fifth Station,
Weil’s experience working at a factory is brought to life by the musical imitation of
hissing and clanging machines. In the Eleventh Station, Weil’s struggle to go to war is
audible, the sounds of gunshots and trumpets lead all participants into battle. In the
Thirteenth Station, the slowing of Simone’s failing heart is palpable as she dies. That
music can communicate these physically embodied experiences is an effect of mimesis.
The term “mimesis,” from the Greek root mimos (an imitator), refers to the
relationship between art and reality. The fundamental concept of mimesis is that art can
mimic reality, its method based on the imitation of stereotypical traits.157 Mimetic art is
an attempt to re-present reality. What we experience as “reality” is not static, but dynamic
Simone Weil, Oeuvres Complétes, II (Gallimard: Paris, 1988), 351. Translated
by David McLellen, cited in the Epigraph of Utopian Pessimist: The Life and Thought of
Simone Weil (New York: Poseidon, 1990).
156
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Matthew Potolsky, Mimesis (New York: Routledge, 2006), 16.
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—the movement of time, objects, and bodies through space are essential signifiers that
our experience is, in fact, lived. Mimetic art imitates embodied experience.
Music theorist Lawrence Zbikowski draws on cognitive research of linguistic
development to outline a theory of how music can be analogous to dynamic processes or
embodied experiences.158 He calls mimetic music “sonic analogs” composed of parts that
he has named “elements of musical grammar.” His interest in developing this theory
springs from his belief that music is a mode of communicating, utilizing our shared
experiences as points of reference. He argues,
The basic function of music in human culture is to represent through
patterned sound various dynamic processes that are common in human
experience. Chief among these dynamic processes are those associated
with the emotions and the movements of bodies—including our own—
through space. Music does this through sonic analogs for dynamic
processes which … are central to musical grammar.159
He suggests that sonic analogs are forms of conceptual knowledge, and that those forms
are derived from perceived information associated with still other kinds of conceptual
knowledge.160 The ability to conceive of a sonic analog is one part of a complex web of
interconnected perceptions and experiences. In short, Zbikowski theorizes an explanation
of how and why music can suggest experiences to the imagination of the attentive
listener, enabling them to understand what is being communicated.
He lists three aspects of musical grammar that differ from the grammar of
language:
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1. Elements of musical grammar may be combined with a variety of “sonic events” that,
as Zbikowski posits, “create analogs for dynamic processes.”
2. These elements are arranged through syntactic processes analogous to dynamic
processes.
3. Elements of grammar, “musical utterances,” are usually part of multiple layers of
syntax.161
Sonic analogs, created by elements of musical grammar, represent and suggest dynamic
processes to the imagination of the listener. They evoke musical meaning. Zbikowski
aligns sonic analogs with Peirce’s definition of a hypoicon, a sign that represents its
object by similarity and functions as an iconic representamen. Yet these sonic signs are
not limited to individual utterances comparable to words. Zbikowski’s concept of a sonic
analog is larger—he calls entire works analogs, works made up of elements of musical
grammar that, combined, are understood to represent dynamic processes. His definition
of a dynamic process is that it is a “coherent sequence of phenomena that is distributed
over time and typified by parametric modulation or change.”162 And by way of
explanation, he provides a simple example, “The notion of a coherent sequence of
phenomena assumes that these phenomena follow one another and can be collected
together into a single category, such as the sounds made by a horse when walking.”163
The temporal ordering of the elements of musical grammar create an analog of a dynamic
process—it is mimetic art that re-presents an audible experience of a moment moving
through time.
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Zbikowski’s focus on the ideas of musical analogy and musical meaning, the
understanding of which is shaped by embodied experience, is particularly useful for
analysis of the stations of La Passion de Simone that focus on events in Weil’s life. The
Fifth Station is a sonic analog of factory machines at work, the Eleventh Station includes
sonic analogs of war, and the Thirteenth Station an analog of the moment of death.
Because a sonic analog is only understood as such when context is given, a frame
of reference is a necessity.164 Zbikowski addresses this issue clearly, “whether we
interpret a given dynamic process evoked by a sequence of musical sounds as a series of
emotions, a pattern of bodily movement, or transformations performed on physical
entities will depend on the context within which the analogy is drawn. In all cases,
however, musical meaning begins with sonic analogs for dynamic processes.”165
The necessary contexts or frames of reference in this work are provided by events
in Weil’s life referred to within the libretto. The libretto is often only an allusion to these
events and not an elaborate description. What follows is a hermeneutic investigation into
the story behind these allusions. This investigation provides context for a deeper
understanding of the dynamic processes Saariaho musically illustrates.

Zbikowski makes this clear, “Sonic analogs always function within some
larger context, which provides the relational frame for connecting sounds with concepts
from other domains.” Zbikowski, Foundations of Musical Grammar, 31.
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4.2. The Fifth Station: Dignity:Slavery
We read, but also we are read by, others. Interferences in these readings. Forcing
someone to read himself as we read him (slavery). Forcing others to read us as we read
ourselves (conquest). A mechanical process.166 —Simone Weil
To strive from necessity and not for some good—driven not drawn—in order to maintain
our existence just as it is—that is always slavery. 167—Simone Weil
Because she wished to understand the social circumstances that led to a
broadening support of Nazism and the rise of Hitler’s popularity in Germany, Weil spent
August and September of 1932 with a Communist working-class family in Berlin. While
there she visited factories, met with union leaders, and spoke with citizens. She was
struck by the extreme hush hanging over Berlin at the time, and her letters communicate
the impression that the atmosphere was calm, but oppressive. In a letter to her parents she
wrote, “People are less excited here about German events than in Paris. One sees only a
few Nazis in uniform on the street, and they behave like everyone else. In the morning
one reads in the newspapers that there have been some attacks here and there, somewhat
in the same state of mind that one reads that there have been so many automobile
accidents.”168 She observed that the Communist party and the Democratic Socialists
refused to trust one another enough to form a united front against the fascists. As a result
of her observations, her political ideology shifted—she records that “in Germany I lost all
the respect that in spite of myself I still felt for the Communist party.”169 She wrote, “The
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German unions are above all associations for mutual welfare. They could be dragged
along by the masses like dead weights, but that is all.”170 She believed it possible that the
working people of Germany would revolt against fascism, but held little hope that it
could happen.171 Her analysis of the parties and the unions strengthened her theory that
social organizations do not work in the interest of the individual.
She published her observations in several articles in La Révolution Prolétarienne
and Libre Propos. A result of her visit to Germany, in 1934 Weil wrote what she called at
the time her “principal work,” a long essay entitled “Reflections Concerning the Causes
of Liberty and Social Oppression.” In contrast to the common scholarly theories that
stem from the Aristotelian belief that labor is toil and not an end in itself, she works from
the assumption that labor is not something to be avoided, to be placed into the hands of
machines in order to free the worker’s time for leisure, but something to be celebrated as
a central element of a good and free life.172 Weil recognizes the dignity inherent in
meaningful work produced by skilled laborers and the necessity of free thought that
makes such work possible. In this essay, she posits that contemporary workers live lives
like slaves—that their oppression is perpetuated by capitalist modes of production and
accumulation and the machine-like functions of the collective.
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Weil argues that fundamental to the dignity of labor is the intellectual engagement
of the worker, but that such dignity is denied in contemporary working conditions. Her
analysis is not limited to the working class—it extends to the workings of society as a
whole:
The scientist does not use science in order to manage to see more clearly
into his own thinking, but aims at discovering results that will go to swell
the present volume of scientific knowledge. Machines do not run in order
to enable men to live, but we resign ourselves to feeding men in order that
they may serve the machines. Money does not provide a convenient
method for exchanging products; it is the sale of goods which is a means
for keeping money in circulation. Lastly, the organization is not a means
for exercising a collective activity, but the activity of a group, whatever it
may be, is a means for strengthening organization.173
Within this analysis lie the seeds of one of her later great essays regarding force, wherein
she argues that force is self-perpetuating and that it ultimately dominates and destroys
those who attempt to wield it.174 Weil pointedly dismisses Marx’s theory that the laborer
will triumph, “Marx’s assertion that the régime would produce its own gravediggers is
cruelly contradicted every day; and one wonders, incidentally, how Marx could ever have
believed that slavery could produce free men. Never yet in history has a régime of slavery
fallen under the blows of the slaves.”175
She presents the oppressive machine as a literal danger, but also uses the image of
a machine as a metaphor for the collective organization that thrives on mechanized labor,
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the “curious machine, whose parts are men, whose gears consist of regulations, reports
and statistics, and which is called bureaucratic organization.”176 This machine made of
men works to imitate thought, not to enable it. Without thought, civilization becomes
increasingly disordered and faces dangers inherent in a collective lack of reason. Her
almost prophetic analysis of the results of this, as relevant now as was when she wrote it
nearly a century ago, is best presented in her own words:
As always happens, mental confusion and passivity leave free scope to the
imagination. On all hands one is obsessed by a representation of social life
which, while differing considerably from one class to another, is always
made up of mysteries, occult qualities, myths, idols, and monsters; each
one thinks that power resides mysteriously in one of the classes to which
he has no access, because hardly anybody understands that it resides
nowhere, so that the dominant feeling everywhere is that dizzy fear which
is always brought about by loss of contact with reality. Each class appears
from the outside as a nightmare object. In circles connected with the
working-class movement, dreams are haunted by mythological monsters
called Finance, Industry, Stock Exchange, Bank, etc.; the bourgeois dream
about other monsters which they call ring leaders, agitators, demagogues;
the politicians regard the capitalists as supernatural beings who alone
possess the key to the situation, and vice versa; each nation regards its
neighbors as collective monsters inspired by a diabolical perversity. …
Nothing is easier, for that matter, than to spread any myth whatsoever
throughout a whole population. We must not be surprised, therefore, at the
appearance of “totalitarian” régimes unprecedented in history. It is often
said that force is powerless to overcome thought; but for this to be true,
there must be thought. Where irrational opinions hold the place of ideas,
force is all-powerful.177
Weil’s desire for a deep understanding of the lives of the working class and her driving
need to test her hypothesis—to attempt to develop a theory of labor that might work
toward freeing the enslaved minds of the workers led her to live, for a time, a life like
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theirs. In 1934 Weil requested and was granted a year’s leave from her teaching duties.
She called the year of 1935 her year of factory work.
On December 4 of 1934, she began work as a factory hand at Alsthom in Paris.
The result of a merger of the Alsatienne and Thompson companies, Alsothom
manufactured electrical parts for subways and trams. The manager Auguste Detoeuf
hired Weil to work at a large Paris plant on the Rue Lecourbe, a location that employed
three hundred people. She moved into a maid’s room on the same street as that of the
factory and lived on only the income she earned from her work, refusing even to eat at
her parents’ house without paying for her meal. The title of her position was that of
“bench hand,” and her job required that she stand for hours at a power press. Soon,
because of her slowness, management demoted her to work a metal-shearing machine,
and later demoted her further to tend the furnaces. Weil worked at Alsthom for a total of
four months. On the day that she was fired, she asked the foreman why—he responded, “I
don’t have to account to you for anything.”178
She spent a month searching for another position, and on April 11, 1935, she
obtained work as a packer at Carnaud, at the Forges de Basse-Indre in BoulogneBillancourt. Her job as a “packer” involved working at a stamping press. She recorded in
her factory notebook that the Carnaud workshop was like a jail, “frantic speedup, a
profusion of cut fingers, layoffs without the slightest twinge of conscience.”179 Because
of her slow and often clumsy pace, she was fired on May 7. It was not until June 6 that
George Abbot White, “Simone Weil’s Work Experiences: From Wigan Pier to
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she obtained another position, this time at the Renault plant. She managed to secure
“tenure” after a one-month trial period and worked there until August 22, 1935.
Weil wrote in her notebook nearly daily during this time, her exhaustion and
increasing despair is made clear in many of her entries:
Force yourself. Force yourself once more. Vanquish at every moment that
revulsion, that paralyzing disgust. Faster. You have to double the pace.
How many pieces have I made in an hour? 600. Faster. How many, after
that last hour? 650. The Bell. Clock out, get dressed, leave the factory,
body emptied of all vital energy, mind empty of thought, heart plunged in
a dumb rage, and beyond that a sense of impotence and of submission. For
the only hope for tomorrow is that they will allow me to spend yet another
such day.180
She found, in short, that the conditions under which she and her fellow factory employees
worked did not provide an opportunity for free thought, creativity, and dignity in labor. In
a letter to her friend Albertine Thevenon, she observes that “people only obey orders, and
have all their humanity broken down, and become degraded lower than the machines.”181
About her own response to the work, she reflects, “all the external reasons (which I had
previously thought internal) upon which my sense of personal dignity, my self-respect,
was based were radically destroyed within two or three weeks by the daily experience of
brutal constraint.”182 The dual themes of the Fifth Station are rooted in Weil’s theory
about the potential beauty of work and the brutal reality of work in contemporary life,
dignity:slavery.
Simone Weil, La Condition Ouvriére (Paris: Gallimard, 1951), 19-20. Cited in
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The libretto of the Fifth Station of La Passion de Simone brings some of Weil’s
thoughts to the audience, but it is the music that brings her experience to life.
Cinquième station

Fifth Station

Chœur : Travailler de tes mains,
Simone?

Chorus: Working with your hands,
Simone?

Chant : Les ouvriers, tu as voulu partager Solo voice: You wanted to share the fate of
leur sort,
the workers,
Te fondre au milieu de leur foule asservie, To merge into their subjugated crowd,
Chœur : Travailler de tes mains,
A l’usine?

Chorus: Working with your hands,
At the factory?

Chant : Tu t’es enchaînée à la machine,
Comme s’enchaînent les galériens,
Et la machine t’a volé ta gaîté,
Ta jeunesse, Simone, ta dignité,
Peut-être un peu aussi ta foi en l’homme.
Au bout de quelques mois, épuisée,
malade,
Tu as posé ta croix à terre, tu as quitté
l’usine,
Avec le sentiment d’avoir été marquée à
vie,
Marquée au fer, comme sont marqués les
esclaves.

Solo voice: You chained yourself to a
machine,
As the galley-slaves were chained,
And the machine robbed you of your gaiety,
Your youth, Simone, your dignity,
Perhaps also a little of your faith in
mankind. After some months, exhausted, ill,
You placed your cross on the ground; you
left the factory,
With the feeling of having been scarred for
life,
Branded, as slaves are branded.

The hissing, clanking, mechanical force of the Fifth Station owes much of its
power to Saariaho’s use of interlocking percussive sounds produced not only by
instruments, but also the voices of the chorus. The sopranos and altos open the Fifth
Station alone with a brief melodic gesture based on a rhythmic pattern that forms the
foundational grammatical material of this movement. After a measure of rest, the tenors
and basses whisper the text repetitively, reproducing the rhythmic pattern. Their soft
whispers “Traveiler de les maines, Simone?” (“Working with your hands, Simone?”)
99

produce a hissing sound. The chorus is joined by the percussion section—a metal plate, a
stone plate, wood block, a snare drum, and three suspended cymbals played with wood
sticks—to create an interlocking rhythmic pattern that mimics the regular, percussive
sound of machinery clacking. The rhythmic pattern established by the percussion
instruments, once established, does not change. As Zbikowski explained, patterns are
combined to temporally order sonic events that create an analog for a dynamic process.183
The rhythms the tenors and basses whisper are automatic, they have an almost
mechanical regularity. The sounds created by the percussion are analogous to the metallic
clanking of working machines.
Figure 4.1: mm. 391-400.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

By measure 411, the chorus leaves words—and thoughts—behind entirely. All
voices whisper rhythms to sounds of letters, each voice has its own unique rhythm and
syllable. From mm. 411 through 435, rhythmic patterns regularly exchanged between
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voices, deepening the complexity of sound, effectively imitating the atmosphere of a busy
factory rather than a single machine. The harsh whispers of the chorus’s syllables
(extracted from the words of the first line, “Traveiler de les maines”) the short, percussive
sound of “t,” the stopped thumping “d,” the softly rumbling “v,” and the piercing sound
of “s” contribute to the sensation of being surrounded by working machines.
Just as each person in a factory performs a single, repetitive job, each instrument
has a unique rhythmic and melodic pattern that changes at intervals at the signal of the
trumpet. The piercing sound of the trumpet gradually adds tension. It punctuates the
soprano's phrases with a small motif that begins with a single note and over time grows to
two, three, four, and finally five notes in length—and each time the trumpet sounds, the
percussive patterns of the orchestra and chorus briefly pause or sustain a single note. This
sounding of the trumpet is analogous to the sounding of an alarm that signals a shift
change—the instruments and voices shift accordingly, taking on new “jobs.”
A third of the way through the station, the music shifts—after measure 425 the
chorus no longer whispers their breathy syllables. The percussion instruments drop out
one at a time and are entirely quiet by measure 445 when the strings, notably absent from
the soundscape until now, are first heard. When the strings do join, they do not have
repetitive job-like patterns, but instead provide cumulative and sustained harmony in the
background as the soprano sympathizes with Weil’s need to lay her “cross on the ground”
(the melody sets the phrase “ta croix terre” to pitch-class set (0236)). The word “cross”
refers not only to the Fifth Station of the Cross when Jesus lays down his cross, at which
point Simon of Cyrene lifts and carries it for him, but also to Weil’s own thoughts; the
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word “cross” here is used as a metonym, just as Weil used it—she writes, “—it is
necessary to hold, lift up and try the weight of one's cross, to feel and know its weight
(i.e., that of human misery).”184
Figure 4.2: mm. 421-430.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

The line in the libretto “Branded, as slaves are branded” refers to a letter Weil
wrote to Father Perrin several years after this experience. Reflecting upon her time at the
factories, she tells him, “There [in the factory] I received forever the mark of a slave, like
the branding of the red-hot iron the Romans put on the foreheads of their most despised
slaves.”185 When the soprano sings, in the final line, “marquée au fer” (translated in the
English version of the libretto as “branded,” but literally translated as “marked with
iron”), on a small chain of the agony pitch-class set (016), the chorus and orchestra are
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entirely silent, allowing the statement to resonate, each syllable ringing out as clearly as a
hammer striking an anvil.
Figure 4.3: mm. 457-560.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

Laying her cross on the ground, allowing her fellow workers to carry it for her,
Weil leaves the factory. But for the rest of her life, she believes that she was turned into a
thing, a part of a larger mechanized force, one slave among many.

4.3. The Eleventh Station: Force:Sacrifice
The Fifth Station, which tells of Weil’s decision to undertake factory work, is
symmetrically correlated with the Eleventh Station, a reflection on Weil’s decision to
pursue active participation in the war. The significance of their relationship is apparent in
their reflexive dual themes, but also because they are united by quotations of the of same
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entry from Weil’s notebooks. The themes of the Fifth Station and the Eleventh Station,
Dignity:Slavery::Force:Resistance, are juxtaposed as a reversal typical of a chiasma. The
movements are united by their underlying reference to the subject of force; yet their
setting across the axis of the chiasma draws attention to Weil’s reversal—her decision to
renounce pacifism, something that seems to contradict her deepest ethical convictions.
When these movements are connected across the axis of the chiasma, the shape of a cross
is formed.

This cross across the chiasm of La Passion illustrates that Weil’s theory of the
danger of the mechanical nature of force can be applied to understanding society at
various stages, be it at work (Station 5) or at war (Station 11). Her theory of force is a
development of her interpretation of what she believed was one of Marx’s seminal ideas.
In her essay, “Oppression and Liberty,” she evaluated the strengths and weaknesses of
Marx’s theories.
Marx was the first to have the idea of taking society as the fundamental
human fact and of studying therein, as the physicist does in matter, the
relationships of force. Here we have an idea of genius, in the full sense of
the word. It is not a doctrine but a method of investigation essential to
every doctrine that does not want to risk crumbling to dust on contact with
the truth.
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But having had this idea, Marx hastened to render it barren by plastering
over it the wretched cult of science of his time. The result was a system
according to which the relationships of force that define the social
structure entirely determine both man’s destiny and his thoughts. Such a
system is ruthless. Force counts for everything; no hope is left for justice.
There is not even the hope of conceiving justice, since all that thought
supposedly does is reflect the relationships of force.186
In the factory Weil concluded that the oppressed cannot rise up and fight for
justice. They have neither the will nor the education, nor do they even possess the sense
that they deserve it, because they are crushed by the machine of force and are convinced
that they are no more worthy than slaves. Weil’s struggle to find a solution to the problem
of force is evident in her late writings, particularly those leading up to and into the war.
As a natural extension of the theories she developed and tested regarding the
oppression laborers experienced within factories, Weil opposed all forms of
authoritarianism, reasoning that desire for prestige in any form inherently leads to the
forceful oppression of another. In 1936, she wrote “Do We Have to Grease Our Combat
Boots,” in which she says, “One must choose between prestige and peace. And whether
one claims to believe in the fatherland, democracy, or revolution, the policy of prestige
means war.”187 Weil continued to develop her theory of prestige and force in her 1936
article, “Let us Not Start the Trojan War All Over Again.” In this essay she considers the
Trojan War as representative of a type of war in which all parties fought only for a
symbol. In the Trojan War the symbol is Helen, but what she symbolizes is, in fact,
nothing at all.
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The Greeks and Trojans massacred one another for ten years on account of
Helen. Not one of them, except the dilettante warrior Paris, cared two
straws about her. All of them agreed in wishing she had never been born.
The person of Helen was so obviously out of scale with this gigantic
struggle that, in the eyes of all, she was no more than the symbol of what
was really at stake. But the real issue was never defined by anyone, nor
could it be, because it did not exist. For the same reason, it could not be
calculated. Its importance was simply imagined as corresponding to the
deaths incurred and the further massacres expected. And this implied an
importance beyond all reckoning. No one felt the cost was too great,
because they were all in pursuit of a literal non-entity whose only value
was in the price paid for it.188
The empty symbol “Helen,” she argues, is equivalent to the ideas for which wars
continued to be fought, including the concepts of “Nation,” and “State,” which, like
Helen, are symbols without content: “Most of the conflicts that are taking place today
have even less reality than the war between the Greeks and the Trojans. At the heart of
the Trojan War, there was at least a woman and, what is more, a woman of perfect beauty.
For our contemporaries, the role of Helen is played by words with capital letters. If we
grasp one of these words, all swollen with blood and tears, and squeeze it, we find it is
empty.”189 It is, Weil argues, simply the will to kill, which grows out of previous acts of
violence, that moves a people into war. In his short article, “The Answer of Minerva,”
Thomas Merton summarizes her argument, “The nothingness of national, class, or racial
myth must receive an apparent substance, not from intelligible content but from the will
to destroy and be destroyed.”190 If one act of violence requires an act of retribution, force
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becomes a void not unlike a black hole, its gravity contaminating and ultimately
consuming all who are touched by it. Weil develops this idea most fully in her bestknown essay, “L'Iliade ou le poème de la force” (“The Iliad or The Poem of Force”)
published in 1940.
In May of 1939, after the alliance of Germany and Italy, Weil said that her former
pacifist convictions were no longer a possibility. She struggled with the idea of using
force for good, because she considered it to be inherently evil. “God is only the good.
That is why he is waiting there in silence. Anyone who comes forward and speaks is
using a little force. That which is nothing but good can only stand and wait.”191 And yet
she understood that, in society, force has always been a foundational element of order,
In everything related to social order, force is to be found. It is balance
alone which can abolish force. If one knows in what respect society is
unbalanced, one must do what one can to add weight to the lighter of the
two scales. Although the weight is bound to be evil, by using it with the
intention of re-establishing the balance, it may be one thereby avoids any
personal degradation. But one must first of all have clearly recognized
where the balance lies and be ever ready to change sides, like ‘Justice,’
that ‘fugitive from the camp of the victors.’192
In her typical forthright manner, she untangles one complex ethical difficulty with
a simple illustration, “Supposing the life of a certain person were linked with our own to
the extent that the two deaths had to be simultaneous, would we still wish that that person
should die? If with our whole body and soul we desire life, and if nevertheless, without
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lying, we can reply ‘yes’, then we have the right to kill that person. Not otherwise.”193
Merton identifies and counters the tendency to find a problematic contradiction in the
shifting of Weil’s mindset. He says that there is a common, “clichéd identification of
pacifism with quietist passivity and nonresistance. Simone Weil’s love of peace was
never sentimental and never quietistic.”194 Analyzing both her words and actions, he
concludes, “Before Munich her emphasis was, however, on nonviolence; after the fall of
France it was on resistance, including resistance by force where nonviolence was
ineffective.”195 It is this refinement of her thoughts about force and her subsequent
actions that Station 11 highlights.
The first four notes of the soprano’s first line form pitch-class set (0156)—linking
it to the opening of the Fifth Station. The melody of the soprano’s first phrase, “Tu as
longtemps cru qu’il fallait a tout prix éviter la guerre” (“You long believed that it was
necessary at all costs to prevent war”), is formed of chains of pitch-class set (016). At the
downbeat of measure 246, as the soprano sings the word “war,” the snare drum
punctuates the word like a gunshot.
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Onzième station

Eleventh Station

Chant: Tu as longtemps cru qu’il fallait
A tout prix éviter la guerre.

Solo voice: You had long believed that it
was necessary at all costs to prevent war.

Lecture: «Tout ce qui est soumis au
contact de la force est avili, quel que soit
le contact. Frapper ou être frappé, c’est
une seule et même souillure.»

Speaker: “Everything that is subject to
contact with force is demeaned, whatever
that contact may be. To strike or to be struck
is one single identical stain.”

Chant: Finalement, tu t’es résignée à
entrer en guerre,
Un peu plus tard que d’autres,
Mais alors, tu as voulu aller jusqu’au bout.
Il émanait de toi une telle soif pour le
sacrifice!

Solo voice: Finally, you resigned yourself to
go to war,
A little later than others,
But then, you wanted to go to the very end.
There emanated from you such a thirst for
sacrifice!

Lecture: «Crainte de la mort, fondement
de l’esclavage.»

Speaker: “Fear of death. The foundation of
slavery.”

Chant: Une telle soif pour le sacrifice !
Les résistants se sont méfiés,
Ils ont refusé de t’envoyer
Derrière les lignes ennemies.
Pour toi, ce fut la blessure ultime.

Solo voice: Such a thirst for sacrifice!
The Resistance mistrusted you,
They refused to send you
Behind enemy lines.
For you, that was the final wound.

The trumpet, long used as an audible symbol of war, begins a series of alerts on a
single note (C#). By measure 250, it is apparent that its theme, agitated but regularly
pulsing, is a deliberate use of a martial topic as the trumpet’s pattern evolves to resemble
the traditional la charge pattern; it then pushes forward, frantically—an audible
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description of Weil’s resolution to join the war effort at any cost, a sonic analogue of her
desperate desire to lunge into battle.196
Figure 4.5: mm. 250-252.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

The reader’s text, “Tout ce qui est soumis au contact de la force est avili, quel que soit le
contact. Frapper ou être frappé, c’est une seule et même souillure” (“Everything that is
subject to contact with force is demeaned, whatever that contact may be. To strike or to
be struck is one single identical stain”) is from Weil’s 1942 essay, “Of What Does the
Occitanian Inspiration Consist?” (Also translated as “In What Does the Genius of the Oc
Consist?”). The complete thought contains Weil’s mature thinking on both the
paradoxical problem of the transferential nature of force and the only solution,
“Everything submitted to contact with force is debased, whatever the contact. To strike or
be struck results in the same corruption.

Raymond Monelle presents an extensive discussion of the use of the trumpet
and the military topic in Musical Topic: Hunt, Military and Pastoral (Indiana University
Press, 2006). In Appendix 2 he includes examples of French military trumpet and bugle
calls on pages 282-286.
196
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Figure 4.4: mm. 244-249.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

The coldness of steel is equally mortal at the sword hilt or point. Everything
exposed to contact with force is susceptible to perversion. All things in this world are
exposed to contact with force, without exception, save love.”197 According to Weil’s
thoughts, force is unquestionably evil because it is the exact opposite of love. In this
station, the juxtaposition of Weil’s concession that violent resistance may be necessary
with her argument that both sides are debased by violence might be read as a subtle
challenge to Weil’s own view of force. This station expresses sympathy for the difficulty

Translated and cited by E. Jane Doering in Simone Weil and the Specter of
Self-Perpetuating Force (Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 2011), 1.
197

111

she encountered as she tried to concede to the necessary use of violence, but holds her
accountable.
In this portion of the Station, Weil’s idea of force is musically illustrated. The
speaker quietly reads the first sentence misterioso above electronics and sustained pitches
G and F played by the marimba and the harp. The orchestra abruptly interrupts her
meditation on force. Like a physical blow it punctuates the end of the first phrase, con
violence with a chord containing pitch-class set (0146), embodying the idea of “force”
with a highly dissonant pitch-class set and a volatile, explosive timbre accenting brass,
timpani, and pizzicato strings. As the reader begins the second sentence, “To strike or be
struck results in the same corruption,” the marimba and harp sustain an augmented fourth
(06) on pitches B and F.
The idea of force as physical act of aggression, “to strike or be struck,” is
complemented by the orchestra’s militant and forceful reiteration of the (0145) pitchclass set at measure 261. An audible sense of chaos ensues after the reader completes her
line. The (016) pitch-class set is played as a repetitive figure by the oboe, and the horns
prominently sound descending seconds, the pianto figure in mm. 261-265. At measure
265 the strings together outline Simone’s pitch-class set, (01458).
Weil’s struggle with her evolving concept of force and resigned acceptance of the
necessity of physical resistance is expressed in the ascending scalar movement in the
woodwinds from mm. 266-285. The upward movement of the gesture reflects Weil’s
movement forward—toward something or somewhere. This pattern recurs as the singer
voices the text:
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Finalement, tu t’es résignée à entrer en guerre,
Un peu plus tard que d’autres,
Mais alors, tu as voulu aller jusqu’au bout.
Il émanait de toi une telle soif pour le sacrifice!
(Finally, you resigned yourself to go to war,
A little later than others,
But then, you wanted to go to the very end.
There emanated from you such a thirst for sacrifice!).
Figure 4.6: mm. 266-271
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

The word, guerre (“war”) is, again, punctuated with the snare drum imitating the sound of
a gunshot. Under this agitated, ascending repetitive scalar pattern, the strings outline the
agony icon (016), underscoring the pain Weil felt as she accepted the necessity of violent
resistance.
A sudden lessening in intensity marks the entrance of the reader’s next line,
“Crainte de la mort, fundament de l’esclavage” (“Fear of death, the foundation of
slavery”). This sentence, taken from Weil’s notebooks, is a statement in which her
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theodicy is quietly captured—the entry is quoted in both the Eleventh and the Fifth
Stations:
Evil and the innocence of God. We have to place God at an infinite
distance to conceive him innocent of evil; conversely, evil indicates that
we have to place God at an infinite distance. —it is necessary to hold, lift
up and try the weight of one's cross, to feel and know its weight (i.e. that
of human misery). Heb., 2:15
…ὅσοι φόβῳ θανάτο…ἔνοχοι ἦσαν δουλείας.
Fear of death, foundation of slavery.198
Her belief that God, as a necessary act of love, abandoned creation is sufficient to explain
why evil and pain exist in the world. The addition of the reference to this verse from
Hebrews written in Greek beside the passage on the side of the notebook page, seems, at
first, out of place. But the passage in Hebrews, 2:14-2:16, shows the connection and
foreshadows the Stations that follow:
2:14 Forasmuch then as the children are partakers of flesh and blood, he
also himself likewise took part of the same; that through death he might
destroy him that had the power of death, that is, the devil; 2:15 And
deliver them who through fear of death were all their lifetime subject to
bondage. 2:16 For verily he took not on him the nature of angels; but he
took on him the seed of Abraham.199
According to Weil’s thoughts, in imitation of the supreme good, of God, one must
accept the necessity of suffering, and one must love by abandoning the self—love cannot
be exposed to force because love is attention so pure that it is absence of self. If force is
equivalent to “the power of death,” then only through obliterating the self can force be
destroyed, its perpetual energy halted. The only way to stop the force of war is to refuse
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to perpetuate force, to enter into the fray and accept violence without extending it to
others, to become the target that absorbs blows but does not offer violence in return—to
offer the self as a sacrifice. Saariaho emphasizes Weil’s thirst for sacrifice, associating it
with suffering in mm. 313-316.
Figure 4.7: mm. 313-316.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

In May of 1942, Simone and her parents sailed from Marseilles to Casablanca to
escape the occupying forces, and on June 7 left Casablanca to voyage to New York. After
seeing her parents safely settled in New York, Simone wrote to friends associated with
the Resistance, de Gaulle’s “Free French” in London. She begged them to accept her plan
to parachute female nurses (herself among them) into France to serve on the frontline as
inspiration as well as help to the troops. Her ardent desire to serve in a dramatic and
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dangerous way is expressed in a letter to an English captain written on July 29, “I wish to
be sent again to France with precise instructions and a mission—dangerous by choice—in
the underground work.” And, in the same letter, “I would welcome any degree of danger
if only I could do something really useful.”200 Her offer of self-sacrifice, thinly disguised
as a “plan,” was rejected. Nevertheless, she eventually gained an opportunity to work
with the Free French in London. In October, Simone met with André Philip and agreed to
join his staff, eagerly accepting a way into England and any place in the Resistance. She
left New York on November 10, 1942. Among her last spoken words to her parents,
reported by Pétrement, were “If I had several lives, I would have devoted one of them to
you, but I only have one life.”201
As the station closes, the trumpet again enters with a familiar coded gesture of
war. This time the figure is a reference to the “buta sella” or boute selle,202 a “call for the
mounting of the watch,” a sonic analogue of Weil’s decision to enter the action, to play
her part to absorb and destroy the deadly force driving war.
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For a detailed description of this particular call, see Raymond Monelle,
Musical Topic, 136-137.
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Figure 4.8: mm. 339-346.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

Reading the themes of the Fifth and Eleventh Stations across the axis of the
chiasmus collapses the distinction between force that eradicates will and identity, the
dehumanizing force imposed by working conditions, and the physical force of war that
leaves a body lifeless, a shell left on a battlefield. Turning a person into a slave is
paralleled with turning a person into a corpse. Weil sought to resist force through
violence if necessary, but only if it aligned with her concept of love—only if it meant that
she could stop the relentless progression of force by taking it into herself and obliterating
it, and herself with it, as an act of love.

4.4. The Thirteenth Station: Death:Love
I envied her for having a heart that could beat right across the world.203 —Simone de
Beauvoir
The destructive nature of force and how it might be stopped consumed Weil’s
thoughts through the last months of her life. While working for the Free French in
London in 1943, Weil wrote almost without ceasing, pausing to sleep only for a few
203
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hours at night, and eating only the amount she believed was rationed to children living in
France.204 During this time she wrote “La Personne et le sacré” (translated and published
in English as “Human Personality”), in which she argues that relying on the concept of
“rights” undermines what is good in the human soul and suggests that we, instead, relate
to one another guided by the concepts of “obligations” and “justice.” Included in her
output during this time are also, “Are we Fighting for Justice?” “A War of Religions,”
“Reflections on Revolt,” “Is There a Marxist Doctrine?” “Notes on Cleanthes,
Pherecydes, Anaximander, and Philolaus,” “Theory of the Sacrements,” and “Note on the
General Suppression of Political Parties,” in which she advocated for the abolition of all
political parties (in line with her earlier arguments against any collectivity). She also
wrote “Draft for a Statement of Human Obligations” for de Gaulle’s State Reform
Commission’s draft of a new Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen, followed by
an expansion and elaboration of the Declaration, what might be her most significant
work, The Need for Roots.
On April 15, a friend found her lying unconscious in her room, on the floor. A
doctor soon arrived to attend to her, then placed her in a common ward in Middlesex
Hospital. Weil was diagnosed with granular tuberculosis, and though one lung was
significantly damaged, the doctor expected her to recover.205 In spite of the positive
prognosis, her condition soon worsened, most likely because she did not alter her diet.
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She remained in a hospital until August 22. On that morning she fell into a coma and died
at 10:30 in the evening.
The Thirteenth Station begins as a lament—a meditation upon Simone’s
protracted death. A halo of glittering glass chimes is suspended in the air as the soprano
opens the station with a calm, sweet (marked dolcissimo) gradually descending melody
singing the word “lentement” (“slowly”). The gesture begins with a descending minor
second, a tearful pianto, then seeps out, slowly down a glissando to the last two notes of
the melody which ends with another minor second. The first two and the final notes form
the agony icon, (016). The two timbres, glass chimes and voice, almost lonely and
exquisitely painful, are followed by a rest. They are soon joined by the celesta, which
plays a repetitive descending figure—the feeling of intimacy is sustained. The pitches
heard on the last beat of measure 491 combine the soprano and the celesta and form
Simone’s (01458) icon—a musical metaphor or analogue of her slow and painful fading.

Figure 4.9: mm. 489-493.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.
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The singer’s complete line, “Slowly, You gave up the ghost, Little sister, Simone”
is supported by the celesta which glistens ethereally. Strings playing harmonics provide a
sense of openness and give the impression of a lingering anticipation of imminent loss.
At measure 501 the chorus enters, singing pitches but not a melody. The libretto
brings our attention to the scene of her death—a young woman, only thirty-four, lying in
a hospital in England. The rhythmic figure heard as the chorus sounds the words, “A
trente-quatre ans, Dans un hôpital d’Angleterre” (“At the age of thirty-four, In a hospital
in England”) on the core of Simone’s icon, pitch-class set (0148), is a sonic analog of her
heartbeat that, throughout this movement, grows increasingly unsteady as it fails.206 The
sensory power of this musical gesture is in its subtle communication with the listener’s
subconscious. Saariaho connects the listener with Weil’s physical being through a
musical allusion to their shared experience of owning a beating heart.

Incorporating the rhythm of the heartbeat is a technique that Saariaho has
incorporated into multiple works, including du Cristal à la fumée, Adriana Mater, and 40
Heartbeats.
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Treizième station
Chant : Lentement,
Tu as rendu l’âme, Petite sœur, Simone,

Thirteenth Station
Solo voice: Slowly, You gave up the ghost,
Little sister, Simone.

Chœur : A trente-quatre ans,
Dans un hôpital d’Angleterre.

Chorus: At the age of thirty-four,
In a hospital in England.

Chant : L’âge d’Alexandre, ou presque —
Celui qui avait refusé de boire
Parce que ses hommes avaient soif.
Lentement, tu as rendu l’âme,
Petite sœur, Simone,

Solo voice: The same age as Alexander,
more or less –
He who had refused to drink
Because his men were thirsty.
Slowly, you gave up the ghost, Little sister,
Simone,

Chœur : A trente-quatre ans,
Dans un hôpital d’Angleterre.

Chorus: At the age of thirty-four, In a
hospital in England.

Chant : L’âge du Christ, ou presque —
Celui que tu as voulu imiter.

Solo voice: The same age as Christ, more or
less – He whom you sought to imitate.

Lecture : « Pour le privilège de me
trouver avant de mourir dans un état
parfaitement semblable à celui du Christ
quand, sur la croix, il disait : ‘Mon Dieu,
pourquoi m’as-tu abandonné ?’ — pour ce
privilège, je renoncerais volontiers à tout
ce qu’on nomme le Paradis. »

Speaker: “For the privilege of discovering
myself before death in a state exactly
similar to that of Christ when, on the cross,
he said: ‘My God, why hast thou forsaken
me?’ – for this privilege, I willingly
renounce everything that is called

The soprano’s solo and the chorus’s heartbeat icon constitute the introduction of this
station. The next section begins at measure 505 with new material marked Più agitato,
Sempre motto espressivo—the marimba plays a repetitive figure on a single C# as the
harp plays a steady triplet rhythm on the same note while the percussion continues the
established heartbeat rhythm, divided between instruments. The harp’s figuration changes
at measure 507, forming a nervous epizeuxis that begins on pitch-class set (015) and in
measure 508 evolves into the kenotic icon, (0236).
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Figure 4.11: mm. 504-509.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

The next phrase begins with a reference to Alexander the Great. This mention
contains significance beyond simply a comparison to their ages upon their deaths. It is an
allusion to a paper Weil wrote as a teenager, in 1926. The paper, entitled “The Beautiful
and the Good,” examines what she calls a “moral act,” something unpredictable and
beautiful that she compares to a work of art. The example she uses in this paper is that of
Alexander the Great who, when he was offered water as he and his soldiers crossed a
desert, poured it on the ground, refusing to accept any greater privilege than those who
suffered around him:
His well-being, if he had drunk, would have separated him from his
soldiers. Everything takes place in Alexander’s soul, and for him it is
simply a matter of taking the stance of a man. So it suffices to be just and
pure to save the world, which is an idea expressed by the myth of the
Man-God who redeemed the sins of men by justice alone, without any
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political action. It is necessary therefore to save oneself, save the Spirit in
oneself, of which external humanity is the myth. Sacrifice is the
acceptance of pain… Every saint has poured out the water; every saint has
rejected all well-being that would separate him from the suffering of
men.207
Even at this early age, Weil concluded that to save the Spirit—and the world—one must
reject well-being that separates one from those who suffer.
As this section closes, the melodic theme that opened the movement combines
with the heartbeat icon as well as the repetitive C# in mm. 512-514. The agony icon
combined with the heartbeat icon over a steadily pulsing bombilus in the marimba creates
a musical metaphor. The metaphor is a sonic analog of a dynamic process—that of
Simone “pouring out the water," her heartbeat gradually coming to a stop.
A return to the opening material is heard in the center of the movement, at m. 523.
This time the descending melody is elaborated—the glissando written out. The
vibraphone plays a distinctive descending figure, its notes outlining the agony icon,
(016), and the timbre is similar to that of the opening—strings playing extended
harmonics, a celesta, and now a vibraphone create an ethereal sense of suspended time.
The heartbeat rhythm throbs noticeably in the strings at mm. 531-534 as the
chorus, supported by the orchestra, pulses again, “A trente-quatre ans, Dans un hôpital
d’Angleterre.” The entire orchestra surges with the chorus, their pitches forming the
pitch-class set (0124589), the complement of Simone’s icon that foreshadows her
absence. The change of timbre, now so heavy and part of the world, is a surprising
contrast to the ethereal moments heard before.
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Figure 4.12: mm. 510-514.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

The singer’s last line in this station, “L’âge du Christ, ou presque — Celui que tu
as voulu imiter” (“The same age as Christ, more or less – He whom you sought to
imitate”) begins with the sparse, spacial timbre associated with the opening, but is soon
thickened by instruments added one at a time. It closes outlining the kenotic icon (0236)
on the words “voulu imiter” (“wanted to imitate”). The imitation of Christ, for Weil,
means suffering affliction without consolation. If attention is oriented toward God or the
Good, one can, at this point, let go of the Self as a consenting act of kenosis in imitation
of Christ and find truth: “In affliction, the splendour of God’s mercy shines from its very
depths, in the heart of its inconsolable bitterness. We may fall to the point where the soul
cannot keep back the cry, ‘My God, why hast thou forsaken me?’ But if we remain at this
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point and still persevere in love, we will end by touching the very love of God.”208 This is
the sound of love, loss, and death.
In a letter to Joë Bosquet, a friend wounded and left paralyzed while in service in
the First World War, Weil explains her thoughts on the connection of affliction and
touching the love of God:
War is affliction, and it is as easy to direct one’s thought voluntarily
towards affliction as it would be to persuade an untrained dog to walk into
a fire and let itself be burnt. To think affliction, it is necessary to bear it in
one’s flesh, driven very far in like a nail and for a long time so that
thought may have time to grow strong enough to regard it, to regard it
from outside, having succeeded in leaving the body and even, in a sense,
the soul as well. Body and soul remain not only pierced through but nailed
down at a fixed point. Thanks to this immobility, the infinitesimal seed of
divine love placed in the soul can slowly grow and bear fruit in patience.
You now have only a thin shell to break before emerging from the
darkness inside the egg into the light of truth. It is a very ancient image.
The egg is this world we see. The bird inside it is Love, the Love which is
God himself and which lives in the depths of every man, though at first as
an invisible seed. When the shell is broken and the being is released, it still
has this same world before it. But it is no longer inside. Space is opened
and torn apart. The spirit, leaving the miserable body in some corner, is
transported to a point outside space, which is not a point of view, which
has no perspective, but from which the world is seen as it is, unconfused
by perspective. Compared to what is inside the egg, space has become an
infinity to the second or rather the third power. The moment stands still.
The whole of space is filled, even though sounds can be heard, with a
dense silence, which is not an absence of sound, but is a positive object of
sensation; it is the secret word, the word of Love, who holds us in His
arms from the beginning.209
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Figure 4.13: mm. 537-542.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

The concept of imitation, at measure 538, holds this idea of love manifest as
attention within it, and through the association with pitch-class set (0236), it is linked to
the recurrence of this theme throughout La Passion. After these words, “voulu imiter,”
the celesta ascends through linked (01458) pitch-class sets, Simone’s icon, a gentle nod to
Simone’s imminent ascent. Yet the celesta descends once more, this time outlining the
agony pitch-class set between falling minor seconds. Above the pulsing strings the celesta
trails its way down, ending with a an epezeuxis again outlining the agony icon, ending
with a fragment, a pianto figure:
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Figure 4.14: mm. 543-548.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

This final section unwinds as all instruments descend in short gestures—the music
falls apart, decreates itself. Simone’s heartbeat stops at m. 547, her suffering at an end.
The text that the reader speaks at the close of this station, “Pour le privilège de me
trouver avant de mourir dans un état parfaitement semblable à celui du Christ quand, sur
la croix, il disait : ‘Mon Dieu, pourquoi m’as-tu abandonné ?’ — pour ce privilège, je
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renoncerais volontiers à tout ce qu’on nomme le Paradis.” (“For the privilege of
discovering myself before death in a state exactly similar to that of Christ when, on the
cross, he said: ‘My God, why hast thou forsaken me?’ – for this privilege, I willingly
renounce everything that is called Paradise”) is taken from Weil’s notebooks. The full
entry reads,
If God should be an illusion from the point of view of existence, He is the
sole reality from the point of view of the good. I know that for certain,
because it is a definition. “God is the good” is as certain as “I am”. I am in
accord with the truth if I wrench my desire away from everything which is
not a good so as to direct it solely towards the good, without knowing
whether the good exists or not.
Whence once all my desire is directed towards the good, what other good
have I to expect? I now possess all the good. That is what it is to possess
all the good. How absurd to imagine any other happiness!
For the privilege of finding myself before I die in a state perfectly similar
to Christ’s when he said, on the cross: “My God, why hast thou forsaken
me?”—for that privilege I would willingly renounce everything that is
called Paradise.
Because all his desire was entirely directed towards God, and therefore he
perfectly possessed God.210
As she reads, the strings slowly ascend, outlining Simone’s icon, (01458) on pitches B♭F#-A-C#-D, a sonic analog of her ascending, crossing space and time:

210

Weil, First and Last Notebooks, 157.
128

Figure 4.15: mm. 550-555.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

In these stations, Saariaho's continued use of pitch-class sets as icons, combined
with musical references to dynamic processes subtly brings the realities of Simone’s
existence alive for our senses. The experience of being surrounded by—and feeling the
soul crushed by—machinery both physical and metaphorical, the impact of gunshots and
calls to war, and the slow ebbing of life as the heart stops are all bodily experiences—
dynamic processes that allow the attentive audience to hear and feel Simone’s
suffering.211

211

Zbikowski, “Words, Music, and Meaning,” paragraph 32.
129

5.

METAPHOR

5.1. Introduction: The Form of Truth
At the very best, a mind enclosed in language is in prison. It is limited to
the number of relations which words can make simultaneously present to
it; and remains in ignorance of thoughts which involve the combination of
a greater number. These thoughts are outside language, they are
unformulable, although they are perfectly rigorous and clear and although
every one of the relations they involve is capable of precise expression in
words. So the mind moves in a closed space of partial truth, which may be
larger or smaller, without ever being able so much as to glance at what is
outside.212 —Simone Weil
Weil’s description of the “unformulable” thoughts that exist outside of language
bear a striking resemblance to Plato’s world of Forms. The ideal, perfect, and
unchangeable being of each Form is inaccessible and only exists in abstract thought.213
What Weil suggests here is that those thoughts outside of language are unformulable
because of the density of signs relating to and capable of signifying that which is
signified. As Plato’s realm of Forms is accessible only to thought, a realm more real than
that of physical objects, Weil’s realm of truth and freedom is one of open awareness of
the galaxy of multi-directional relationships. The way through the prison walls made of
words, Weil says, “is through one’s own annihilation.”214
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A Weilian “truth” or a Platonic “Form” is a concept freed from a single signifier.
For Plato, that is releasing the concept from a physical representation of it. For Weil, that
is through releasing the self’s attachment to the world of sensory experience.215 It
follows, then, that both Weil and Plato argue that truth cannot be found in seeing a thing,
nor can it be found in the description of the appearance of the thing. The truth exists
somewhere beyond sight and description; yet understanding the essence of the truth must
be pursued, and truth is represented by physical objects—signs—as well as by a complex
of verbal expressions.
Saariaho captures Weil’s painful physical experiences through the use of sonic
analogues, but defining how she captures the essence of Weil’s ideas requires a new
theoretical framework. In the next section I briefly review a theory that suggests that it is
possible for Saariaho to take the audience into Weil’s mind—that she “interprets some of
her ideas,” captures their essence, and transforms them into sounds.216

5.2. Complex Verbal Exchanges—Ekphrasis
Suffering, teaching and transformation. What is necessary is not that the initiated should
learn something, but that a transformation should come about in them which makes them
capable of receiving the teaching. Pathos means at the same time suffering (notably
suffering unto death) and modi cation (notably transformation into an immortal
being).217 —Simone Weil
“Luckily, however, what is within me is either valueless or else it exists outside
me in a perfect form, in a place of purity where no harm can come to it and whence it will
always be able to come down again.” Weil’s letter to Thibon, Gravity and Grace, xiii.
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Transferring a concept from a visual sign into a verbal description is a goal that
students of rhetoric have long pursued. The first definition of a rhetorical technique used
to this purpose appears in Aelius Theon’s version of the Progymnasmata. Within this
Greek rhetoric handbook from the first-century CE appears the word ekphrasis (ek=fully,
out; phrazein= tell, declare, pronounce), defined as “a speech that brings the subject
matter vividly before the eyes.”218 In his guide to rhetorical curriculum, Institutio
oratoria, Quintilian, Theon’s contemporary, does not mention ekphrasis, but rather the
related term, energeia. Energeia, in rhetoric, is the vivid description of the sensory
experience of a thing, appealing directly to the imagination.219 Though related, the key
difference between the terms is the relation of ekphrasis most specifically to sight, and
energeia to all senses equally. These two concepts, complimentary though different, share
the same underlying assumption: that the presence of the absent signified can be
suggested to the imagination.
As literary criticism evolved in the late twentieth century, so did the explanation
and application of the concept of ekphrasis, which the Oxford English Dictionary defines
as “a plain declaration or interpretation of a thing.”220 The “thing” which is interpreted is,
in literary criticism, most often a work of visual art. In his book, Museum of Words,
James Heffernan defines ekphrasis as “the verbal representation of visual
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representation.”221 Heffernan and other literary scholars of the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries applied this modern definition of ekphrasis to characterize a
distinctive genre.222 While the original definition of ekphrasis is that of a technical tool,
modern criticism applies the term to entire or complete works.223
Siglind Bruhn has applied this concept as a distinct critical category to music and
suggests that the word “interpretation,” under these circumstances, could be replaced by
“transmedialization.”224 Though the work being transmediated is most often visual and is
most often re-presented in verbal form, Bruhn’s theory suggests that transmedialization
need not be limited to these two media. This re-presentation is “a transformation of a
message—in content and form, imagery and suggested symbolic signification—from one
medium into another.”225 Borrowing the concept of ekphrasis from literary studies in her
book, Musical Ekphrasis: Composers Responding to Poetry and Painting, published in
2000, Bruhn defines musical ekphrasis as “a representation in one medium of a text
James Heffernan, Museum of Words: The Poetics of Ekphrasis from Homer to
Ashbery (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), 3.
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composed in another medium.” 226 This redefinition of ekphrasis expands the concept,
and allows its application for examining works beyond the two traditional media, the
visual and literary arts. Later, in 2008, in her introduction of the book Sonic
Transformations of Literary Texts, Bruhn further refines the definition into “the musical
representation of a text created in a non-musical sign system,” signifying a broadened
semiotic concept and providing music criticism with a theory that contributes a unique
perspective from which to examine how composers transform the signifier and reflect the
signified.
Initially, the concept is strikingly similar to that of program music, but Bruhn
carefully delineates the difference. In her words, program music “narrates or paints,
suggests or represents scenes or stories that may or may not exist out there but enter the
music from the composer’s own mind,”227 whereas transmediated, or ekphrastic music
“narrates or paints a fictional reality created by an artist other than the composer of the
music.”228 In her own work, Bruhn applies a theoretical framework that specifically
serves to analyze musical works that are reflections or critiques of extramusical sources.
Bruhn argues that traditional ekphrasis is assembled of a “three-tiered structure of
reality,” stating that three elements must be present in each case of musical ekphrasis:

226

Bruhn, Musical Ekphrasis, 8.

227

Bruhn, Musical Ekphrasis, 28.

228

Bruhn, Musical Ekphrasis, 29.
134

first, a real or fictional scene or story, second, its representation in a visual or a verbal
text; and third, an execution of that representation in musical language.229
Though this analysis is most often applied to absolute music, and Passions with
libretti may seem to fall out of the scope of this system of analysis, Bruhn explains why
this method may be applied to select works with text, “Musical ekphrasis like its literary
counterpart may cross-reference selected components of what is being represented to
historical data and layers of meaning not expressed in the primary text itself; this, if it can
indeed be established, will of course be particularly fascinating.”230
Within La Passion de Simone appear opportunities for application of this critical
theory, some more obvious than others. Saariaho’s choice to explicitly associate the work
with the stations of the Cross recalls not only the traditional musical Passion, but the
visual representations of the fourteen illustrated scenes representing Jesus’ path from
Pilate’s throne to Golgotha often found in and near Catholic churches. The association is
not clearly explained within the libretto—the cross-referencing, the subtle intertextuality
hiding within the form, the music, and the libretto together demand an ekphrastic reading
of the work. Each station of La Passion de Simone contains unique musical material and
illustrates a different moment in Weil’s life. Each station represents an individual icon.
The most obvious applications are found in the Sixth and Eighth Stations. The
Sixth Station is a verbal-musical illustration of a photograph of Weil, an example of what
Bruhn calls “dual ekphrasis” since it involves three different media: pictorial-verbal-
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musical. The Eighth Station is almost entirely orchestral and is an ekphrastic
transformation of an abstract concept into musical sound—one that is, indeed, hidden
within layers of meaning within yet beyond the brief introductory text. I suggest that it
falls largely into the category that Bruhn describes as “unmixed transmedialization,” in
which the text or literary work is not “set to music” but is reflected in the music.231
Less obvious are the stations that quote portions of Weil’s aphorisms, hiding their
subjects behind layers of meaning. Alone, these snippets of ideas explain little—they
serve as abstract references to Weil’s cosmology of thought and how those ideas relate to
her history—her lived experiences. Once individual stations are understood as ekphrastic
transformations of Weil’s ideas, the entire composition itself is revealed as a work of
musical ekphrasis. La Passion de Simone is a musical transformation of Weil’s
philosophy and life, for she made of her own life a lived expression of her philosophy
and ethics. As Saariaho made clear, some stations in this composition interpret Weil’s
ideas—individually, these movements are examples of musical ekphrasis that collectively
work to reflect the true philosophical foundation of La Passion de Simone, attention. The
Third Station is an ekphrastic transformation of Weil’s idea of attention developed, over
time, as a result of focusing in spite of, and even because of, suffering intense physical
pain.
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5.3. The Third Station: Exist:Vanish
Two women each receive a letter, telling each of them that her son is dead; the rst, after
glancing at the paper, faints—and never again, until the time of her death, will her eyes,
her mouth, her movements, be as they once were. The second remains the same; her
expression, her attitude to not change; she is incapable of reading. It is not the sensation
but rather the meaning that has seized the rst woman, reaching her mind immediately,
brutally, without her participation, in the same way that sensations seize us. It is as if the
pain inhabited the letter itself and then sprung up into the face of the one who read it. As
for the sensations themselves, such as the color of paper or ink, they do not even appear.
What is given to sight is the pain itself.232 —Simone Weil
Weil wrote about the shock of sensations that are dependent upon an accurate
reading of the world and uses the small story above to illustrate her idea. The shock of
sensations that seize the listener upon the opening of the Third Station is intense and
wrenching to the core, the idea communicated not through language, but through sound.
The reaction of the listener is not dependent upon being able to read or even understand
the libretto, for the violent musical rending communicates pain without words. Weil
wrote, “A man unexpectedly receives a punch in his stomach; everything is changed for
him even before he knows what has happened,”233 describing the very experience that
Saariaho orchestrates within the first moments of this movement.
Across the axis from the Thirteenth Station lies the harrowing Third Station.
While the mutual subject of force is an apparent connection between the Fifth and
Eleventh Stations, the precise relationship of the subjects of the Thirteenth (Death:Love)
and Third Stations (Exist:Vanish) is slightly less obvious. But upon looking and waiting
—paying attention—the relationship becomes clear.
Weil, “Essay on the Notion of Reading,” translated by Chris Fleming, Journal
of Continental Philosophy, 1, Issue 1 (2020): 10.
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The dual themes of the Third Station, Exist:Vanish, envelope Weil’s theory of
attention, an idea foundational for understanding her approach to philosophical and
ethical concerns. The concept of attention was Weil’s beginning as well as her ending.
The idea of attention is explored in her early writing but toward the end of her life Weil
increasingly focused on refining and developing her theory of the role of attention.
Attention is not a philosophy so much as it is an ethical orientation, an advanced ability
of discernment, a consenting act of love; attention is the result of practice and, she argues,
the ultimate purpose of work and all academic pursuits.234 In her notebook Weil writes,
“Attention: non-active action of the divine part of the soul upon the other part.”235 It is
allowing the good in the soul to overcome what stands in its way, removing the obstacle
of the identity of the self—it is ceasing to exist.236
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“To fix my attention on what is too rigid to be distorted by my interior
modifications is to prepare to make possible within myself the apparition of something
changeless and an access to the eternal.” Weil, Gravity and Grace, 73.
236

138

Troisième station

Third Station

Chant : Une autre que toi
Se serait détournée du monde
Pour se soucier de sa propre souffrance.
Toi, tu t’es détournée de toi-même
Pour fixer ton regard sur le monde.

Solo voice: Another person
Would have turned away from the world
To care for his own suffering.
You turned away from yourself
To fix your gaze upon the world.

Lecture : « Avoir l’attention tendue... »

Speaker: “To hold one’s attention
towards...”

Chant : N’être plus qu’un regard, comme
si
Celle qui regardait n’était rien, comme si
Elle voulait se fondre dans ce qu’elle
contemplait.
Se fondre, se dissoudre, s’anéantir.
N’exister que par son attention au monde,
A ses soupirs, à ses chuchotements,
A son silence.

Solo voice: To be no more than a gaze, as if
She who was looking was nothing, as if
She wanted to melt into what she gazed
upon.
To melt, to dissolve, to vanish.
To exist only in one’s attention to the world,
To its sighs, to its whispers,
To its silence.

Lecture : « Savoir écouter le silence...
Avoir l’attention tendue vers l’absence de
bruit... »

Speaker: “To know how to listen to
silence... To hold one’s attention towards
the absence of noise...”

The libretto of the Third Station is a meditation on “attention” and “silence,”
whereas the music of the Third Station is a juxtaposition of intense pain and loving
attention. In this movement, the pitch-class set icons show that attention grows out of the
pain of existence and ends by emptying or vanishing. The dual conceptual themes of the
Third Station are given dual musical themes. A recurring torturous, pulsing theme that
represents the unbearable physical agony of existing is contrasted with a lush melody that
is the sound of the sweetness of vanishing. Saariaho communicates the connection of
decreation or kenosis to that of attention oriented toward one who is suffering. The
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libretto contains only the barest of references to Weil’s ideas. Bruhn’s qualifying
statement, that music with text qualifies as ekphrasis when “Musical ekphrasis like its
literary counterpart may cross-reference selected components of what is being
represented to historical data and layers of meaning not expressed in the primary text
itself” provides space for reading this station as ekphrasis of Weil’s idea of “attention”
and the turning away from her own suffering.237
Saariaho musically transmedializes Weil’s struggle with the paradoxical difficulty
of existing when it is necessary to vanish. Existing, for Weil, is a barrier between the
consciousness attempting to genuinely pay attention and the object of that attention. In
her thinking, attention is intimately bound to identity—specifically the decreation of that
identity. She says, “Attention alone—that attention which is so full that the ‘I’ disappears
—is required of me. I have to deprive all that I call ‘I’ of the light of my attention and
turn it on to that which cannot be conceived.”238 Sharon Cameron explains the
significance of Weil’s concept of attention and its element of decreation: “In Weil’s
cosmology, attention makes the void or decreates the I so that there is a forfeiture of
personality, in the absence of which ‘supernatural grace [might] descend.’”239 Kenosis is
a result of unfocused attention, for it both requires and enables the emptying of the self,
and the release—or sacrifice—of the ego.
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Associated immediately with both kenosis (decreation) (0236) and agony
(affliction) (016) in the first six measures of this station is the concept of “attention.”
Scored for all forces, chorus, soprano, orchestra, speaker, and electronics, the movement
is divided into two main sections. Within the first section, the soprano speaks to Weil
directly, meditating on how she turned away from her own pain to fix her attention (her
“gaze”) upon the world.
It begins, per the composer’s instructions, calmly and mysteriously (calmo,
misterioso) at measure 186 on pitch-class set (0236) hummed by the chorus and sounded
by the vibraphone and strings over a D pedal—the glass chimes glisten with an ethereal
delicacy.240 A shockingly forceful, scraping theme played by all, marked Con Forza
interrupts the serenity in measure 189. This is the visceral experience Weil describes—the
“unexpected punch in the stomach.” The peace of the (0236) icon returns a measure later
but is again interrupted, too soon, by another jarring tutti this time marked Furioso.
Nothing in the libretto suggests a justification for the brutality imposed upon the
audience. The abrupt violence is the first musical indication of the pain of Weil’s
debilitating headaches. The throbbing headache motive, dominated by grinding strings

Saariaho’s tempo and expression markings are usually quite detailed. She
explains why in an interview with Clément Mao-Takacs published in Music and
Literature, September 25, 2014. “Evidently, there’s an aspect of my music that’s
mysterious, but when I use the word misterioso, it’s mostly intended as a message for the
musicians. I feel like musicians create sound differently when I give the indication
misterioso—they’re more focused and involved. In contemporary music, interpretation is
often very unemotional and I’ve always wanted to do the opposite, to reawaken the
interpreters by inviting their feelings and sensations; that’s why I use words like
misterioso, dolce, con violenza, and so on.” http://www.musicandliterature.org/features/
2014/9/22/a-conversation-with-kaija-saariaho, accessed on April 4, 2019.
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and strident brass, returns regularly throughout this Station, creating not only tension and
dread, but a sense of structure.241 A dominant element of this excruciating theme is the
“agony” icon, (016). By the juxtaposition of these pitch-class sets, the Forza of the
“agony” and the calmo and misterioso associated with “kenosis,” they are indexed with
their associated meanings—(016) is to exist, it is pain; (0236) is peace, silence,
decreation.
Leaving the ego behind, emptying oneself of all will, is not something that Weil
believed a person could force. Indeed, according to her philosophy, it cannot possibly be
a willed action—she explicitly says that the will cannot produce any good. Françoise
Meltzer provides significant insight into Weil’s thoughts on attention, “Attention is not to
be confused with will; it is rather bound up in desire. Attention specifically requires the
passivity of the I and the disappearance of the subject.”242 The inclination of this attention
is toward God or a desire for good, and toward others, especially those who are suffering
or are “afflicted.”

The sharp contrast between calm and strident textures is a technique that is a
signature strategy employed by composer. Regarding this, she explains, “Some works
resulted in which I tried to fashion a musical dynamic by using abrupt transitions between
different materials and thus to compensate for the absence of large-scale tensions within
the harmonic material.” Kaija Saariaho, cited in the cover text of the LP Music by Harri
Wessman, Usko Meriläinen, Kaija Saariaho, Johannes Brahms (JASELP 0010, 1987).
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Figure 5.1: mm. 186-191.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

In her article, “Reflections on the Right Use of School Studies with a View to the
Love of God,” Weil explains that the ultimate purpose of attention is to be capable of
discerning the suffering of another and, therefore, to be capable of loving them.
The capacity to give one’s attention to a sufferer is a very rare and difficult
thing; it is almost a miracle; it is a miracle.
…The love of our neighbor in all its fullness simply means being
able to say to him: “What are you going through?” It is a recognition that
the sufferer exists, not only as a unit in a collection, or a specimen from
the social category labelled “unfortunate,” but as a man, exactly like us,
who was one day stamped with a special mark by affliction. For this
reason it is enough, but it is indispensable, to know how to look at him in a
certain way.
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This way of looking is first of all attentive. The soul empties itself
of all its own contents in order to receive into itself the being it is looking
at, just as he is, in all his truth. Only he who is capable of attention can do
this.243
The wish to help others is natural, Weil says, but there are often barriers that
prevent people from helping.244 Rather than attempting to strengthen the impulse to help,
Weil argues that the barrier is what must be destroyed, and attention is the appropriate
tool for demolition, “A right form of attention directed towards others’ misery is precisely
what breaks down such a barrier.”245 This sacrifice of self is necessary in order to be able
to attend to the pain of others. For Weil, attention is the highest expression of
compassion, and also the greatest work of grace.
The alternation between the headache motive and the soprano’s disarmingly
lyrical melody highlights the extreme strain Weil felt when trying train herself to pay
attention through her own pain. She regularly suffered excruciating migraines, yet
meditated upon her love for others in her determination not to let the pain leave her body
to infect the world: “(As in the case of my headaches), I can either sully the whole
universe with my misery and not feel it, or gather it up into myself. To be like God, but
God crucified.”246
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Figure 5.2: mm. 197-200.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

At mm. 195-200, the chorus, strings, and vibraphone sound the kenotic icon
(0236), sustaining the chord over which the soprano sings her first line. The agony icon
(016) is not limited to the headache motive—it plays a prominent part in the melodic
elements of this station as well, the melody often created by chains of (016) pitch-class
sets. At measure 196, the soprano’s first line, “Une autre que toi se serait détournée du
monde” (“Another would have turned away from the world”), is composed of four
interlocking (016) sets.
The first line is interrupted by a return of the headache motive, this time on pitchclass set (01234789)—nearly the entire collection the kenotic icon’s complement, it
represents the intrusion of the full presence of the ego rather than its absence. The
soprano’s next line, “Pour se soucier de sa proper soufrance” (“To care for his own
suffering”) is constructed of two agony (016) sets and ends with the pitch-class set (0236)
on the words “own suffering,” adding a layer of conceptual complexity to this collection
of intervals, stratified in the way they were in the center of the First Station along with
the word “agony,” associating the necessity of suffering agony with the idea of decreation
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or kenosis. This first section ends with the same material with which it began, with the
chorus humming the pitch-class set (0236). This time, however, the chorus is joined by
the dreamy electronic soundscape and the speaker who whispers “Avoir l’attention
tendue. . .” (“To hold one’s attention towards. . .”).
Table 5.1

Weil’s writings consistently link “silence” with the existence of God. His silence
is proof of existence in her theodicy. Therefore “to listen to silence” is to direct the
attention toward God:
To hear in all noises the silence of God. How could we possibly hear the
silence of God if the noises here below meant anything? Through an effect
of his goodness they mean absolutely nothing. God allowed God to send
up a cry to him and did not answer. It is when from the innermost depths
of our being we need a sound which does mean something—when we cry
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out for an answer and it is not granted us—it is then that we touch the
silence of God.247
The aphorism included in this station, “To know how to listen to silence... To hold one’s
attention towards the absence of noise..” is a reference to Weil’s orientation toward the
absence of God, and an explanation of her understanding of how God shows love and
what she must do in imitation.248
After a brief pause, the second large section of this station begins at measure 232
and, in an abrupt shift, the soprano begins speaking of Weil rather than to her. Here she
describes Weil’s desire to decreate herself in musically illustrated metaphors, as in her
line “come si elle voulait se fondans ce qu’elle contemplait” (“she wanted to melt into
what she gazed upon”) in mm. 240-243. The word “fondans” (“to melt”) is musically
depicted by a suddenly slowed rhythmic pattern, a descending quarter-note triplet that
“melts” down on the pitch-class set (016), as the chorus sounds “o” on notes that, when
combined with the soprano’s note, form pitch-class set (0236).
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Thibon explains in the introduction to Gravity and Grace, Weil believed
that “God who is Being has in a sense effaced himself so that we can exist: he has given
up being everything in order that we might exist; he has dispossessed himself in our
favour of his own necessity, which is identical with goodness, to allow another necessity
to reign which is alien and indifferent to good. The central law of this world, from which
God has withdrawn by his very act of creation, is the law of gravity, which is to be found
analogously in every stage of existence,” xxi.
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Figure 5.3: mm. 240-243.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

The soprano’s next phrase, “Se fondre, se dissoudre, s’anéantire” (“To melt, do
dissolve, to vanish”), provides image-rich allusions to Weil’s attention—her emptying of
herself. The words “Se fondre” (“to melt”) are set for the second time in mm. 248-249.
This time the text painting includes not only a descending triplet on the word “fondre,”
but a glissando as well. The word “dissoudre” (“to dissolve”), ascending an (016) icon,
finds itself suspended on one of the longest notes the soprano sings in this section, and
upon the word “s’anéantir” (“to annihilate” or “to vanish”) the soprano is directed to sing
p dolce, morente.
The kenotic icon, (0236) sounds clearly again in mm. 275-276 over a D pedal as
the reader whispers, “Savoir écouter le silence. . .” (“To know how to listen to
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silence. . .”) and as the reader waits to whisper, “Avoir l’attention tendue vers l’absence
de bruit. . . “ (“To hold one’s attention to the absence of noise. . .”) the pitch-class set is
slightly modified, for the final sequence, split by one measure of deliberate silence,
slowly vanishes—“melting” or “dissolving” one note at a time, slowly sliding down halfsteps on pitch-class set (01236), combing the kenotic and agony icons into what is now
associated with Simone’s attentive gazing upon the world, ending—nearly—where it
began.
Of course, the listener is unaware of the intricate interlocking pitch-class sets and
is most likely not even aware of the ideas and emotions being indexed, moment by
moment, with particular collections of intervals. As a work of ekphrasis, this station
accomplishes the remarkable feat of capturing the attention of the audience by
communicating the searing pain of Weil’s migraines as expressed by the painfully jarring
headache theme, and the absolute longing for peace and clarity that Weil felt
communicated by the expressive melodies that the soprano melts into. The dual themes,
Exist:Vanish, are closely tied to the pitch-class sets (016):(0236), which are also posed as
an opposing, yet interdependent duality. These themes, beautiful and aching, draw the
audience into letting go of preconceived expectations, into paying attention, into feeling
what Weil felt—it is an ekphrastic transformation of the idea of Weilean attention.
The Third Station is symmetrically correlated with the Thirteenth Station, the
station which tells of Weil’s death. This Third Station foreshadows Weil’s own vanishing,
indicating a clear connection between Weil’s ethical orientation of “attention” and her
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eventual self-annihilation, the “fate of a frail human being amongst great ideas.”249 The
path from her focus on the idea of “attention” to that of her death proceeds through a
refinement of Weil’s ideas—the next step along the path of attention is that of “waiting”
through affliction, the idea that is ekphrastically transformed in the Sixth Station.

5.4. The Sixth Station: Affliction:Waiting
There are certain things which cause no suffering whatever by themselves, but make us
suffer as signs. Signs of what? Of a state of things which, by itself, only rarely (or never?)
makes us suffer, being too abstract by itself to constitute a woe. But the signs make us
suffer from it, though not painful in themselves. Thus the defeat (cf. Gide's Feuillets) and
the sight of a German soldier in uniform. Thus the identity card at Renault’s.250 —Simone
Weil
The sign that caused Weil suffering, the factory card at Renault’s, signified for her
the process of being forcefully destroyed. She reflected on the experience in a letter: “In
the factory, the very basis of my self-respect was radically destroyed within two or three
weeks by the daily experience of brutal constraint. I was forced to recognize that the
sense of personal dignity that I had thought internal to me actually depended entirely on
external circumstances.”251

Saariaho, program notes, La Passion de Simone https://saariaho.org/works/lapassion-de-simone/.
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Weil, Notebooks, 1.
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Weil, Seventy Letters, 21.
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Figure 5.4: Simone Weil, Factory Administrative Number, Renault, 1934-1935

The Sixth Station functions in two ways: it transmedializes Weil’s idea of
“waiting,” an elucidation of her idea of “attention,” and traces its origins to her
experiences, while it is simultaneously a sonic analogue of the metaphorical crushing of
her identity by the mechanized forces surrounding her in the factory. This station lies in a
space at the center of the two types of stations in this Passion because it incorporates
events in Weil’s life and explores her ideas. The dark and mechanical violence of the
Fifth Station is carried into the introduction of the Sixth Station, uniting the ideas of
attention and the dehumanizing experience of factory work with the redemptive aspect of
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the acceptance of suffering through the action of unfocused attention—waiting.252 Weil
called this type of attention a philosophy of Perception.253
The libretto in this station draws a connection between the physical consequences
of Weil’s time spent working in factories and the evolution of her political, ethical, and
spiritual ideas. The chorus’s text is a meditation upon Weil’s image captured on her
factory ID card. The speaker's quotations of aphorisms allude to the development and
changes in her thoughts. Saariaho continues to relate a singular pitch-class set with ideas
that represent suffering/affliction/servitude (016). Assigning the same signifier to
physical suffering and the humiliation she underwent during her year of factory work is
appropriate, for Weil felt they had a common element. She writes, “There is something
irreducible about social degradation, as there is about physical pain. Needs
contemplating. The factory.”254 This movement is best understood as a work of dual
ekphrasis because it transmedializes three different media: pictorial-verbal-musical.
The Sixth Station contains a significant intertextual reference as well. The
reference to a “shroud” is one of the more noticeable signposts along the way of the
stations of the Cross—traditionally the Sixth Station is where Veronica wipes Jesus’s face

“Redemptive suffering. When a human being is in a state of perfection; when
by the help of grace he has completely destroyed the ‘I’ in himself; if then he falls to the
point of affliction that by nature corresponds for him, always supposing the ‘I’ in him to
be intact, to the destruction of the ‘I’ from without—that represents for him the plenitude
of the Cross. Affliction can no longer destroy the ‘I’ in him; for the ‘I’ no longer exists in
him,” Weil, The Notebooks of Simone Weil, 342.
See also Weil, Notebooks, 312.
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with a cloth. It is a musical expression of Weil’s factory photograph, a metaphor for
Veronica’s veil, and an introduction to Weil’s idea of waiting—it is a stepping stone on
the path toward decreation. For Weil, learning to “wait” came at a high price.
Throughout her life, Weil suffered from ill health—much of it unexplained.
During the months she spent working in factories her migraines occurred with increasing
frequency and intensity, and her general clumsiness and weakness were liabilities to her.
At the Alsthom factory she tended furnaces. Her job was to place copper bobbins inside
of huge ovens and heat them. While there, she suffered burns and sometimes even
struggled to summon the strength to close the massive furnace doors. When working at
Renault, she nearly cut off the end of her thumb and suffered an abscess as a result of
metal shavings driven into her hand. Weil wrote that her time at the factory was a form of
slavery, for the work was crushing, the conditions inhumane, the foremen were often
brutally harsh, and the income she earned provided her with barely enough to survive.
Her health deteriorated to such a point that in August, against her will, she had to leave
factory work to recover:
After my year in the factory… I was, as it were, broken in pieces, body and soul.
That contact with affliction killed my youth. Until then… I knew quite well that
there was a great deal of affliction in the world, I was obsessed with the idea, but I
had not prolonged and firsthand experience of it. As I worked in the factory… the
affliction of workers branded my flesh and my soul.… What I went through there
marked me in so lasting a manner that to this day when any human being,
whoever he may be and in whatever circumstance, speaks to me without brutality,
I can not help feeling that there must be a mistake.… There [at the factory] I
received forever the mark of slavery…. Since then I have always regarded myself
as a slave.255
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Weil had always been interested in what she called “suffering,” but it was after
her experience as an unskilled female laborer, as part of the most oppressed of all of the
working class, that her concept of suffering was refined. Weil began to use the word
“malheur,” usually translated as “affliction,” to describe the pain that encompasses more
than physical suffering. “Malheur,” or affliction, is physical suffering with the addition of
a type of suffering that damages the human soul, marks it, leaving it forever scarred.
“Affliction is inseparable from physical suffering and yet quite distinct,” Weil writes, and
then continues to clearly define the difference: “With suffering, all that is not bound up
with physical pain or something analogous is artificial, imaginary, and can be eliminated
by a suitable adjustment of the mind.… Affliction is an uprooting of life, a more or less
attenuated equivalent of death, made irresistibly present to the soul by the attack or
immediate apprehension of physical pain.”256 Her experience with affliction marked the
beginning of a new way of thinking about suffering and its purpose in a person’s life. She
began to understand that affliction can lead to purity of attention. Because the ego is
oppressed by violence, all sense of self is obliterated by force; the only way of living
through affliction is to accept it, to adopt the mindset of amor fati, possible only through
unfocused attention.257
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Amor fati, “Love of fate,” is commonly associated with the Stoics and
Nietzsche’s works. It entails accepting what is without wishing to change reality. Weil
referred to amor fati explicitly in some of her writing, and implicitly in much of it. Weil,
Notebooks, 483-84.
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Sixième station
Chœur : Et puis il y a cette image,
Simone,
Cette image sur ta carte d’usine.
A-neuf-six-six-trois-zéro-Weil.
Cette image de charbon et d’ivoire
Comme un suaire
Où seraient venus s’imprimer
Les traits creusés d’un visage perdu.
A-neuf-six-six-trois-zéro-Weil.
Lecture : « Méthode pour comprendre les
images, les symboles... Ne pas essayer de
les interpréter, mais les regarder, les
regarder, jusqu’à ce que la lumière
jaillisse... »
Chœur : Cette photo, Simone,
Sur ta carte d’usine,
On dirait celle d’une déportée
En attente de la mort,
Avec un matricule gravé sur le bras,
Ou sur la poitrine,
A-neuf-six-six-trois-zéro-Weil.

Sixth Station
Chorus: And then there is this image,
Simone, This image on the factory wall.
A-9-6-6-3-0-Weil.
This image of charcoal and ivory
Like a shroud
Where had just been imprinted
The hollowed-out features of a lost face.
A-9-6-6-3-0-Weil.
Speaker: “Method for understanding
images, symbols... Don’t try to interpret
them, just look at them, look at them, until
light bursts forth...”
Chorus: This photograph, Simone,
On your factory card,
One would say it belonged to a deportee
Waiting for death,
With a number engraved on her arm,
Or on her chest,
A-9-6-6-3-0-Weil.

Speaker: “As God is powerless to do good
Lecture : « Comme Dieu est impuissant à amongst mankind without the cooperation
faire le bien parmi les hommes sans la
of men, it is the same with the devil doing
coopération des hommes, de même le
evil...”
démon à faire
le mal... »

In the Sixth Station, Saariaho makes the sound of Weil’s affliction audible. The
dehumanizing degradation she experienced, and saw fellow laborers experience, while
working in the factories is seen in the image on her factory card and is used as a symbol
of her experience of affliction. This affliction made visible is transformed into the music
of this station. It begins con violenza, tutti ff—the orchestra a strident reminder of the
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machines heard in the Fifth Station, the percussion a clacking reminder of factory sounds.
A new yet subtly familiar machinery-themed motive (heard in mm. 466, 469, and
473-747) propels this station forward. Much like in the previous station, regular
interjections of the strident theme create a sense of structure.
Saariaho continues to use pitch-class sets associated with concepts presented in
previous Stations. The chorus enters, agitato, singing, “Et puis, il ya cette image,
Simone,” (“And then there is this image, Simone,”), the altos dominate on “il ya cette”
where their melody includes the pitch-class set (016), associating the image with
suffering. In the following phrase “Cette image sur ta carte d’usine,” (“This image on
your factory card”), the sopranos’ melody is composed of pitch-class set (01457), a set in
other places associated with “attention” —its last three notes form the agony (016) icon.
After these first two lines, the celesta quickly descends, troping a descensus, a passage
traditionally associated with negative images, with the (013478) “contemplation” icon,
creating a musical metaphor, showing us that the image contemplated is distressing.258
The chorus functions as part of the musical engine—temporarily representing the
"enslaved masses.” The identification on Weil's factory card, the chorus’s recurring
motive “A-neuf-six-six-trois-zéro-Weil” (“A96630 Weil”), is a percussive part of the
music, each driving syllable accented as if brutally chipping away at her identity a pulse
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at a time.259 In the first occurrence, mm. 487-490, the tenor and bass lines combined form
the agony icon, (016). The line is sung twice, the first time the indication is furioso and ff,
the second time, sequenced up a minor third, the strings, playing in unison with the
chorus, are given the indication Con Forza and ff.
The chorus often continues to resemble a mechanized mass in the following lines,
because many of their pitches are taken away entirely. They do not sing; instead, they
chant many of their phrases, often under the direction agitato. At measure 493, the tenors
and basses speak “Cette image de carbon et d’ivoire” (This image of charcoal and ivory),
molto agitato, intenso. The chorus does not all sing together again until measure 513 at
the phrase “d’un visage perdu” (a lost face). Upon the word “perdu,” the tenors and
basses form the agony pitch-class set (016).

“There are certain things which cause no suffering whatever by themselves,
but make us suffer as signs. Signs of what? Of a state of things which, by itself, only
rarely (or never?) makes us suffer, being too abstract by itself to constitute a woe. But the
signs make us suffer from it, though not painful in themselves. Thus the defeat (cf. Gide's
Feuillets) and the sight of a German soldier in uniform. Thus the identity card at
Renault’s.” Weil, The Notebooks of Simone Weil, 1.
259
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Figure 5.5: mm. 466-475.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

158

Figure 5.6: mm. 486-490.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

The chorus sings or chants two stanzas in total, each stanza completed by an
epigraph. The first epigraph spoken by the reader, “Method for understanding images,
symbols… Don’t try to interpret them, just look at them, look at them, until light bursts
forth,” is a reflection on the chorus’s first stanza, effectively directing our gaze back to
Simone’s image. The mechanical forcefulness of the percussion section is absent as the
reader recites these words, the electronics, vibraphone, harp, celesta, and strings provide
an alternate acoustic atmosphere from which the voice emerges. Though the harp and
vibraphone continue to pulse with their regular, machine-like rhythms, the electronics
open a soundscape that brings to mind a world beyond the harsh reality of the factory.
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This space provides a moment of relative calm for reflection upon what Weil took
from her experience with factory work. Weil reasoned that being capable of paying
attention, even when afflicted, requires waiting. In Waiting for God, Weil gives deeper
insight into her use of the word “waiting” in relation to “attention:”
Attention consists of suspending our thought, leaving it detached, empty,
and ready to be penetrated by the object; it means holding in our minds,
within the reach of this thought, but on the lower level and not in contact
with it, the diverse knowledge we have acquired which we are forced to
make use of.… Above all our thought should be empty, waiting, not
seeking anything, but ready to receive in its naked truth the object that is
to penetrate it.260

When actively paying attention to anything, the mind might be tempted to try to
“solve” a problem by involving the imagination. Because the imagined solution is often
incorrect, the imagination must be suspended and the mind must wait to receive the
answer. Early in her writings Weil confronts the issue of perceiving reality, which she
calls reading. Because Weil understands perception as a result of the process of
imagination, her understanding is, ultimately, that “reality” is a semiotic reading.261
Signifiers are interpreted through the observer’s own values and ego; as a result,
comprehension of reality is merely an illusion.
Sharon Cameron, explains the complications inherent in Weil’s idea of unfocused
attention: “The difficulty is not the one of perceiving, but rather one of arriving at an
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“Our whole life is made of the same web of significations which impose
themselves successively” Weil, Œuvres compl tes, Tome 6, Cahiers, Vol. 4 : La
connaissance surnaturelle, M-A. Fourneyron, F. De Lussy & J. Riaud, eds. (Paris:
Gallimard), 78. Cited in Alfier, (2011), 53.
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orientation that, once you arrive at it, eliminates difficulty but not through understanding.
Seeing like this—without identification—is seeing that resists ‘reading.’ But such a state
is virtually unimaginable, for the only way for signs not to be seen as signs, or to avert
conception without averting discernment, would be for the process of recognizing to have
no origin from which to arise.”262 Because waiting in a state of unfocused attention must
be one in which there is no origin from which the process of recognizing signs might
arise, Weil called this state being “dead” and believed that only through being “dead”
could real understanding and connection with truth and others be possible. Being “dead”
is a matter of waiting and suspending the ego. Thus, the suspension of the ego is the
foundation as well as the goal of true, unfocused attention.
A part of waiting, of “seeing that resists ‘reading,’” involves simply looking,
gazing upon the object of attention, waiting “till the light suddenly dawns." In Gravity
and Grace, the source of one of the aphorisms found in the Sixth Station’s libretto, some
of Weil’s thoughts about how this might be accomplished are collected.
Method for understanding images, symbols, etc. Not to try to interpret
them, but to look at them till the light suddenly dawns.
Generally speaking, a method for the exercise of the intelligence, which
consists of looking.
Application of this rule for the discrimination between the real and the
illusory. In our sense perceptions, if we are not sure of what we see we
change our position while looking, and what is real becomes evident. In
the inner life, time takes the place of space. With time we are altered, and,
if as we change we keep our gaze directed towards the same thing, in the
end illusions are scattered and the real becomes visible. This is on
condition that the attention be a looking and not an attachment.263
Sharon Cameron, “Simone Weil’s Performance of Impersonality,” Critical
Inquiry, 29, No. 2 (Winter 2003): 225.
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The reference to this entry in Gravity and Grace leads to questions. How are we to
understand Weil? How are we to understand anyone who is suffering? Weil’s own words
suggest that the audience is to keep their attention directed toward her, to allow the
illusion of the myth that surrounds her life to scatter so that, ultimately, we may see what
is real and true in her ideas.
The aphorism that closes the Sixth Station, “Just as God is powerless to perform
good amongst men without the cooperation of men, so likewise the devil in the case of
evil,” is taken from a passage in one of Weil’s notebooks. The passage is a small
meditation on man’s pursuit of spiritual development and the consequences thereof. The
entire passage reads,
Hippolytus of Euripides. It is marvelous that Aphrodite has absolutely no
power to make him fall in love. She can only cause his death by means of
Phaedra.
Just as God is powerless to perform good amongst men without the cooperation of men, so likewise the devil in the case of evil.
Hindu definition: ‘Men devoid of wisdom are the cattle of the gods. Just as
a man doesn’t like losing a head of cattle, so the gods don’t like the fact
that a man should become wise.’ We can find an echo of this conception in
the account of original sin, as given in Genesis, and in the story of the
tower of Babel. So also in Greece, in the story of Prometheus and in that
of Hippolytus. One could easily imagine such an interpretation of Christ’s
crucifixion (although, as far as I know, there is not any such). The doctrine
concerning the devil’s reactions in the face of spiritual progress is also
connection with this.
What is the meaning of this conception?
De-creation is contrary to nature.264
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Jealous Aphrodite could neither kill Hippolytus nor cause Hippolytus to fall in
love with Phaedra, because his wisdom made him impervious to her. She knew this and
used Phaedra’s own weakness and lack of wisdom to bring about his death. Weil’s
interpretation of the myths of Prometheus and Hippolytus appears again in Gravity and
Grace:“Prometheus—the god crucified for having loved men too much. Hippolytus, the
man punished for having been too pure and too much loved by the gods. It is the coming
together of the human and the divine which calls forth punishment.”265 Her political
theory is bound up with her belief in the value of independent thought—when men
pursue wisdom (or “spiritual progress”) the jealousy of those left behind, be they people,
gods, or devils, they are caught up in a desire to ostracize or crush those who are pursuing
wisdom or spiritual growth. What she posits here—that there could be such an
interpretation of Christ’s crucifixion—is what is addressed in René Girard’s work on the
theory of mimetic desire and the scapegoat.266 They both come to the same conclusion:
that decreation is contrary to nature. It is unnatural to pursue spiritual development, to
welcome affliction, to deny the ego, to truly love others who are different from ourselves.
Decreation, through waiting, is a virtue that must be pursued, but one that is
misunderstood and punished. In Weil’s mind, this punishment is itself a redemption.267
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“Redemptive suffering is that which strips suffering naked and brings it in its
purity right into existence. That saves existence.” Weil, Gravity and Grace, 90.
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The second part of the aphorism, “As God is powerless to do good…” is a
response to the chorus's second stanza, “This photograph Simone, on your factory card,
one would say it belonged to a deportee waiting for impending death. With a number
engraved on her arm or on her chest.” Saariaho and Maalouf reflect Weil’s own words on
her situation. They link these words, her thoughts that stem from her experience working,
with her belief that those who would treat anyone as a slave, mark another and humiliate
them, are themselves entirely responsible for those actions that ostracize and harm the
other. The use of the aphorism here is also, most explicitly, a reflection upon Weil’s own
affliction. Her humiliation and loss of her sense of identity laid the foundation for the
unexpected spiritual growth and movement toward religious thought in the years that
followed.
After the final word is spoken, an extended section for orchestra pulls us
gradually away from the calm world of the reader back into the forcefulness of the “real
world.” The final instrumental section begins softly, gradually pulsing, a dotted rhythmic
pattern played by the timpani steadily pushes the movement forward. Tension increases
as the sound rises in volume and the texture thickens—it is an accumulation of force, the
sound of a massive machine growing ever closer, ever heavier and more oppressive. Each
instrument repetitively plays a distinctive pattern miming a mechanized part—as the
pulses quicken (accel. poco a poco), the density builds, rising an instrument at a time
through the strings and the woodwinds until the entire orchestra together pulses the
crushing rhythmic pattern, a musical migraine—a mechanized pain on the familiar
pattern “A96630”—and suddenly, abruptly, it is over. In the end, there is no “Weil.”
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Figure 5.7: mm. 657-664.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.
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Decreation as part of the process of paying attention, accepting affliction and
waiting leaves a void. The part of the imagination that had saved space for the “I” is left
vacant, hollowed out, and it is this that Weil grapples with. What is to be done about this
space—what fills it? Across the axis of the chiasma, in the Tenth Station, Saariaho
addresses this question directly.

5.5. The Tenth Station: Worldly Sovereignty:Truth in Solitude
I have searched in the darkness. Solitary, in the tremendous silence of the darkness, I
have held my peace.268 —Simone Weil
The acceptance of suffering is thus the acceptance of the void.269 — Simone Weil

In Weil’s thought, informed by her experiences, affliction serves as a mediator—it
allows one, through focused attention, to be prepared to be in direct contact with the
good, or God. Attention, refined by affliction, which took the form of waiting, laid a path
for her mystical experiences because waiting, observing without attachment, leaves what
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she calls a “void.”270 Sharon Cameron summarizes the relationship between attention and
the void: “Attention makes the void or decreases the I so that there is a forfeiture of
personality, in the absence of which ‘supernatural grace [might] descend.’”271 Weil often
refers to one requirement of this forfeiture, “detachment.”
Because attachment to one’s own ideas inevitably results in confusing the
“necessary” for the “good,” one must detach desires from objects and aims. This
detachment leaves a void, a state of imbalance, a space that can be filled with our
attention directed toward the good. The void is “a state of pure attention.”272 Weil says,
“The acceptance of a void in oneself is a supernatural thing. Where find the energy for an
act without any counterpart? The energy has to come from elsewhere. And yet there must
first of all be a tearing asunder, something of a desperate nature, so that a void may first
of all be produced.”273 The void is the result of affliction and is uncomfortable. We desire
to fill it, and yet if we wait in attention, refusing to fill it with action or imagination, it
leaves a place for the good:
We must want the good solely and unconditionally, whatever it may be,
that is to say, no particular object of any kind. We must only want
particular objects subject to conditions. We must want life if it is to be for
us a good, death if, etc...., joy if, etc...., pain if, etc....; and that while
knowing all the time that we don't actually know what the good is. In all
Weil, Gravity and Grace, 13. "The extinction of desire (Buddhism)—or
detachment—or amor fati—or desire for the absolute good—these all amount to the
same: to empty desire, finality of all content, to desire in the void, to desire without any
wishes.”
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our acts of willing, whatever they may be, over and beyond the particular
object, we must want gratuitously, want the void. For this good which we
can neither visualize nor define represents for us a void. But this void
means more to us than all plenitudes put together. If we manage to reach
this point, we are out of trouble, for it is God who fills the void.274
Placed across the axis from the Sixth Station, the Tenth Station illustrates the
connection between waiting and the void. The materials of the Tenth Station, both
musical and textual, suggests that it is a meditation on a time in Simone’s life as well as a
reference to this stage of her spiritual path—a state of suspended waiting.
The singer addresses Weil and calls attention to the fact that she was “alone in a
world that was decomposing.” That she was “alone” may be a reference to her living
situation; however, it may also be a reference to a story that she wrote in her notebooks in
Marseilles in 1942. In this story she recounts an experience of being found in her room
by a man (presumably Jesus), who promises to teach her if she follows him. She follows,
stays with him, eats with him, and waits to be taught. He does nothing but talk with her
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companionably, and after a time sends her away. She first assumes that she is sent away
because he does not love her—and yet she believes that perhaps he does love her.275
Following her time working in the factories, after a series of mystical experiences
between the years 1936 and 1939, Weil said that Christ was often with her.276 Though this

“He entered my room and said: ‘Poor creature, you who understand nothing.
Come with me and I will teach you things which you do not suspect.’ I followed him.
He took me into a church. It was new and ugly. He led me up to the altar and said: ‘Kneel
down’. I said ‘I have not been baptized’. He said ‘Fall on your knees before this place, in
love, as before the place where lies the truth’. I obeyed.
He brought me out and made me climb up to a garret. Through the open window one
could see the whole city spread out, some wooden scaffoldings, and the river on which
boats were being unloaded. The garret was empty, except for a table and two chairs. He
bade me be seated. We were alone. He spoke. From time to time someone would enter,
mingle in the conversation, then leave again. Winter had gone; spring had not yet come.
The ranches of the trees lay bare, without buds, in the cold air full of sunshine. The light
of day would arise, shine forth in splendor, and fade away; then the moon and the stars
would enter through the window. And then once more the dawn would come up. At times
he would fall silent, take some bread from the cupboard, and we would share it. This
bread really had the tasted of bread. I have never found that taste again. He would pour
out some wine for me, and some for himself—wine which tasted of the sun and of the
soil upon which this city was built. At other times we would stretch ourselves out on the
floor of the garret, and sweet sleep would enfold me. Then I would wake and drink in the
light of the sun. He had promised to teach me, but he did not teach me anything. We
talked about all kinds of things, in a desultory way, as do old friends. One day he said to
me: ‘Now go’. I fell down before him, I clasped his knees, I implored him not to drive me
away. But he threw me out on the stairs. I went down unconscious of anything, my heart
as if it were in shreds. I wandered along the streets. Then I realized that I had no idea
where this house lay. I have never tried to find it again. I understood that he had come for
me by mistake. My place is not in that garret. It can be anywhere—in a prison cell, in one
of those middle-class drawing-rooms full of knick-knacks and red plush, in the waitingroom of a station—anywhere except in that garret. Sometimes I cannot help trying,
fearfully and remorsefully, to repeat to myself a part of what he said to me. How am I to
know if I remember rightly? He is not there to tell me. I know well that he does not love
me. How could he love me? And yet deep down within me something, a particle of
myself, cannot help thinking, with fear and trembling, that perhaps, in spite of it all, he
loves me.” Weil, Notebooks, 637-8
275

276

Weil, Waiting for God, 70.
169

story is often regarded as a fable, some, including George Grant, take her at her word and
believe that she truly lived this experience.277 Whether or not this is a report of an
occurrence or, in fact, simply a fable, the story provides insight into Weil’s spiritual
development at the time.
In 1940 Weil left Paris with her parents on the eve of the German occupation.
They settled in Vichy where, after discovering that she had been barred from teaching
because of her Jewish heritage, Weil turned to a life of agriculture. She worked with
Gustave Thibon and lived in a shack on his farm, where, in the fall of 1941, she worked
in the grape harvest. Thibon was a Catholic writer with whom she had many
conversations as she struggled to come to terms with her developing thoughts on
Christianity. After her mystical experiences, Weil began reading more widely about the
spiritual practices of many cultures including Taoism, Zen Buddhism, and the Bhagavad
Gita, as well as the Christian mystics and the Cathars. She drew on these sources as well
as her Platonic background as she outlined a theology of her own.
The chorus and the speaker share the text, “To cast off one’s sense of illusory
sovereignty. To reduce oneself to the point one occupies in space and time. Absolute
solitude. Then one has the truth of the world.” This quotation appears in two places in
Weil's writings—in her notebooks, and in Waiting for God.

George Grant, addresses this in “Review Essay on Simone Weil: A Modern
Pilgrimage,” in Collected Writings, edited by Arthur Davis (Toronto: University of
Toronto Press, 2002).
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Tenth Station
Dixième station

Speaker and Chorus: “To cast off...”

Lecture et Choeur : « Se dépouiller... »

Solo voice: And you found yourself alone
once more,
My obstinate big sister, my fragile little
sister.

Chant : Et tu t’es retrouvée seule,
Ma grande sœur obstinée, ma petite sœur
fragile.
Seule dans un monde qui se décompose,
Seule avec tes carnets tapissés
De mots sanskrits, ou grecs,
Seule avec ton regard d’écolière mystique.

Alone in a world that was decomposing,
Alone with your notebooks on the floor
Sanskrit words, or Greek,
Alone with your look of a mystical
schoolgirl.

Lecture et choeur : « Se dépouiller de la
royauté imaginaire du monde... »
Speaker and chorus: “To cast off one’s
illusory sense of worldly sovereignty...”
Chant : Seule, debout, au milieu des
Solo voice: Alone, standing, in the middle
Ténèbres, Invisible.
of Darkness, Invisible.
Lecture : « pour se réduire au point qu’on
occupe dans l’espace et le temps. Solitude Speaker: “to reduce oneself to the point that
absolue. Alors on a la vérité du monde. » one occupies in space and time. Absolute
solitude. Then one has the truth of the
world.”

In her notebooks, coupled with the idea of casting off illusory sovereignty is a
direct reference to Philippians 2:7, “He emptied himself of his divinity.” The NIV
translation of this passage reads, “Who, being in very nature God, did not consider
equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing [eauton ekenosen],
taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.” Ekenosen, a form of
kenosis or κενόω, means “to empty” or “to render void.”278 Just pages before this entry

Henry George Liddell and Robert Scott, Greek-English Lexicon (Oxford
University Press: New York, 1990).
278

171

she translates the passage from Greek,279 and after, she poses this question to herself:
“Christ emptied himself of his divine nature and took upon himself that of a slave. He
humbled himself unto the cross—unto separation from God (My God, my God . . .). How
ought we to imitate him?”280 Just a few pages later she answers her question:
The solutions we give to the problems that we have not posed are decisive
in the conduct of life. We must pose them all. For that, we must empty
ourselves. ‘He emptied himself of his divinity.’ To empty oneself of the
world. To take upon oneself the character of a slave. To reduce oneself to
the point one occupies in space and time. To become nothing. To remit
debts is to remain halted in the present; to acquire the feeling of eternity.
Then, indeed, sins are remitted. One must strip oneself of the imaginary
sovereignty of the world, in order to reduce oneself to the point one
occupies in space and time. Absolute solitude. Then one is in possession of
the truth of the world.281
Entering the void that Weil believes is an inevitable and necessary experience
before touching God represented a dangerous stage. It is an imbalance within the soul,
and it is natural to wish to ll the void with something. For example, when one is
harmed, a void is been created—the desire for revenge is a desire to ll that void by
creating yet another void in the offender.282 If the void is accepted as a part of necessity
and kept empty, force is halted and love for others, even those who have harmed us, is
made manifest.
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“Statera facts corporis. It is the crucified body which is a true balance, the body reduced
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281

282

Weil, Notebooks, 181.

fi

fi

172

Figure 5.8: mm. 181-187.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.
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The Tenth Station musically interprets waiting in the void. It begins with pulsing
eighth notes forming chords made of pitch-class set (01458), Simone’s icon. The strings
rise through B♭-F-D-F#-A-C#-D, much like the introduction of the First Station, the
ascent suggestive of Simone’s entering a vast space, a void. The flute’s melody at
measure 184 stands out, outlining (0236) before the orchestra together pauses at measure
185, the lowest and highest strings sounding the (016) icon. Together these icons
metaphorically illustrate the void, Simone’s decreation, and the suffering that brings
causes.
Figure 5.9: mm. 188-192.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

This interpretation is supported as the violin’s melody leads into the soprano’s
rst phrase, its melody composed of (0137). A dominant element of this (0137) pitch-
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class set is the (016) icon that appears in both the celesta and the rst violin. Pitch-class
set (0137) is the same set heard in the Third Station when Weil’s migraines appeared as
an agonizing, scraping theme. The soprano’s opening words, “Et tu t’es retrouvée seule”
(“And you found yourself alone once more”) consists of Simone’s (01458) icon. The
completion of her sentence, a contradiction, “ma grande soeur obstinée, ma petite soeur
fragile” (“my obstinate big sister, my fragile little sister”) contains a chain of (016) pitchclass set. At this point the combination of multiple repetitions of the agony icon, the
subtle references to her migraines, and now Simone’s icon draw us into understanding
that, though less violent than in previous stations, suffering is the foundation of this
station.
Figure 5.10: mm. 193-196.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

The word “seule” (“alone”) occurs five times in the libretto and is always set to a
dotted half note placed higher each time. The first time it is placed on C#, and each time
(almost every four measures.) it comes back it is a step higher—as it ascends, it is placed
on C#-D-E-F#-G. The first (C#) and last two notes (F#-G) also form pitch-class set (016).
The first two, (C#-D) and the last (G), form pitch-class set (016). The feeling of being left
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alone is something that Weil read as a sign of having been conquered by God. This
beautiful passage from her notebooks explains her thoughts even more eloquently than
does the fable:
God wears himself out crossing the infinite thickness of time and space to
seize the soul, to take possession of it. As it resists him and flees, he has
many times to return to the attack. Partly by surprise, partly by force,
partly by appealing to greed, he tries to make it eat a pomegranate seed. If
it allows, were it but for a moment, one pure and utter expression of
consent to be torn from it, then God has conquered it. And when it has at
last become something entirely given over to him, then he abandons it. He
leaves it completely solitary. And it has, in its turn, groping as best it may,
to cross the infinite thickness of time and space to go to what it loves. That
is what constitutes the Cross. Physical suffering carried to the extreme
limit, without the slightest consolation, because it is accompanied by utter
and complete moral distress—this is the whole of Time and Space entering
into a few moments and into the lowest depths of a single body, and
rending the soul. It is thus, and not in any other way, that the soul makes
the return journey which God has made to come to it.283

Figure 5.11: mm. 198-200.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.
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Saariaho musically links the idea of suffering (016) with “alone,” and the word,
“alone” ascends slowly throughout the station. Musically, “alone” crosses time and space,
a journey through this movement.
As the soprano sings “seule dans un monde qui se décompose” (“alone in a world
that was decomposing”) on a melody made of chains of (016), the harp outlines the
kenotic icon, (0236) (Figure 5.11). Each gesture is followed by an ascending glissando,
again pointing to the idea of an ascent, a forward movement in Simone’s spiritual
journey.
Figure 5.12: mm. 215-220.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

Halfway through this station, at measure 213, a variation of the opening material
returns, pulsing eighth notes on Simone’s (01458) icon. Near the end of this brief
177

transition in measure 215, the strings play a triplet figure—the second violins a repetitive
agony (016) pattern, and all strings combined form (01458). The violas drop out
suddenly, leaving the second violins playing a revolving (016) pitch-class set—all strings
re-enter at measure 217 playing a prolonged chord, the kenotic pitch-class set (0236), as
the chorus whispers “se dépouiler de la royauté imaginaire du monde,” (“To cast off one’s
illusory sense of worldly sovereignty”). In the libretto, the word “imaginaire” is
translated as “illusory,” but it may most directly translated as “imaginary.”
The “imaginary” is full of significance in Weil’s thinking. The imagination, Weil
says, is the primary enemy of the void: “The imagination, ller up of the void, is
essentially a liar. It does away with the third dimension, for it is only real objects that are
in three dimensions. It does away with multiple relationships. We must not seek the void,
for it would be tempting God to count upon supernatural bread to ll it. Second
temptation of Christ. Nor must we ee the void.”284 To endure the void without allowing
the imagination to ll it, to keep oneself oriented toward good, is to search for truth:
To act with the imagination, ller up of the void. Readings. Reading—
unless a certain quality of attention be put into it—obeys the force of
gravity. We read the opinions suggested to us by gravity. With a higher
quality of attention we read gravity itself, and various possible systems of
equilibrium. To love truth signi es to endure the void, and consequently to
accept death. Truth is on the side of death. To love truth with all one's soul
is something which cannot be done without a wrenching.285
In being willing to endure the void, love truth, and accept death in imitation of God and
Christ, we show love. Weil explains love more fully in the entry in Waiting for God:
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We live in a world of unreality and dreams. To give up our imaginary
position as the center, to renounce it, not only intellectually but in the
imaginative part of our soul, that means to awaken to what is real and
eternal, to see the true light and hear the true silence. A transformation
then takes place at the very roots of our sensibility, in our i mediate
reception of sense impressions and psychological impressions. It is a
transformation analogous to that which takes place in the dusk of evening
on a road, where we su denly discern as a tree what we had at rst seen as
a stoo ing man; or where we suddenly recognize as a rustling of leaves
what we thought at rst was whispering voices. We see the same colors;
we hear the same sounds, but not in the same way.
To empty ourselves of our false divinity, to deny ou selves, to give up
being the center of the world in imagin tion, to discern that all points in
the world are equally centers and that the true center is outside the world,
this is to consent to the rule of mechanical necessity in matter and of free
choice at the center of each soul. Such consent is love. The face of this
love, which is turned toward thinking persons, is the love of our neighbor;
the face turned toward matter is love of the order of the world, or love of
the beauty of the world which is the same thing.286
As a result of enduring the void, leaving space for the good, we open ourselves to
the possibility of unlimited love: “If we accept any void, whatever it may be, what stroke
of fate can prevent us from loving the universe?”287 The creation of this void is the result
of the process of the decreation of the “I.” Casting off one’s sense of illusory or
“imaginary” sovereignty requires an emptying of the self, and as the chorus whispers this
line, Saariaho shows this to us as they are supported quietly by the strings suspended on
the kenotic icon.
At measure 227 the opening material returns, a pulsing on Simone’s pitch-class
set, but this time the second violin plays the ascending (0236) gesture as the phrase
closes. The woodwinds that pulsed with life pause at measure 231 where the orchestra
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outlines the (016) icon. As the station comes to a close, Simone consents to necessity and
empties herself into her suffering. She waits there for truth, suspended in the void.
The foundation of Weil’s understanding of the world and the root of her unique
philosophy and negative theology is based on her concept of attention, an idea that came
to her when she was just a teenager. She remembers that at fourteen “I suddenly had the
everlasting conviction that any human being, even though practically devoid of natural
faculties, can penetrate to the kingdom of truth reserved for genius, if only he longs for
truth and perpetually concentrates all his attention on its attainment.”288
The idea of attention is developed into that of waiting, accepting—even
welcoming—suffering or af iction as an element of necessity, and nally, into that of the
void, a state of pure attention.289 The music of the Third Station, a sensory experience
that transforms the physical pain of Weil’s migraines into music, also manifests elements
of her determination to nd a way to detach from herself, accept suffering, and pay
attention. The Sixth Station goes beyond attention, taking the next step forward, moving
from attention to utilizing af iction to cultivate attention into “waiting.” The Tenth
Station shows Weil waiting, suspended in the void left by the decreation of her “I.”
Saariaho musically interprets these ideas and transmedializes each into a musically
dynamic process—each station is a work of ekphrasis, each a transformation of Weil’s
ideas and the cumulative process of decreation into a musical metaphor.
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“Meanwhile maintaining the mind in a sort of void, a state of pure attention.”
Weil, Notebooks, 112.
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6.

METAXU

6.1. Introduction: Metaxu, Connection at the Intersection
He whose soul remains ever turned toward God though the nail pierces it finds himself
nailed to the very center of the universe. It is the true center; it is not in the middle; it is
beyond space and time; it is God. … It is at the intersection of creation and its Creator.
The point of intersection is the point of intersection on the arms of the Cross.290 Simone
Weil
The true hero, the true subject, the center of La Passion de Simone, is attention.
Attention cultivated, attention that frees, attention before which imaginary reality melts
away. In this work, at all times, the human spirit is shown as decreated by its acceptance
of necessity, as swept away, emptied by the very waiting required of it, by the grace of
the object it submits to.291 The meaning of the cross is found at the intersection, and the
intersection at the center of La Passion de Simone is attention manifest as love. Within
the Eighth Station, alone at the heart of the work, in the musical transformation of the
meaning of an understated single sentence, lies the key to La Passion. From the first
mysterious chiming through the last expansion of the weightless melody, the
transfiguration of musical space and time draws the audience’s attention beyond Weil,
beyond themselves, and toward breathtaking infinity.
The Eighth Station is singular in that it is almost entirely instrumental with the
exception of the brief introduction which begins with the speaker and the soloist entering
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together. Within the entire composition, this, at the intersection of the chiasm, is the only
point of contact between the reader and the soprano. Here, where their experiential divide
collapses for a brief moment, they simultaneously speak and sing the same words taken
from Weil’s notebooks. The libretto for la Passion and the notebook from which the text
is drawn differ slightly. The libretto reads, “God withdraws so as not to be loved as a
treasure is loved by a miser,” whereas the notebook reads, “It is He who, through the
action of the ‘dark night,’ withdraws so as not to be loved like a miser loves his
treasure.”292
The “Dark Night” Weil refers to is a poem by St. John of the Cross, a 16th-century
Spanish mystical theologian, saint, friar, and priest who, in the poem “The Dark Night,”
outlines a spiritual path through darkness to union with God. Weil often refers to St. John
of the Cross and mentions the Dark Night in her writings—she equates it with her
concept of the void: “The acceptance of a void in oneself is a supernatural thing. Where
find the energy for an act without any counterpart? The energy has to come from
elsewhere. And yet there must first of all be a tearing asunder, something of a desperate
nature, so that a void may first of all be produced—Void: dark night—”293 This darkness
(or void) is experienced as part of the purification of the soul on the path toward God, and
the emptying of the “I”—kenosis—is the only way forward.
The Eighth Station is not about suffering in the void—it is about attention to the
point of detachment and withdrawal in order to connect more deeply to others. Weil
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argues that God is not here, for he withdrew from the world in order to allow the world
exist:
God, out of love, withdraws from us so that we can love him. For if we
were exposed to the direct radiance of his love, without the protection of
space, of time and of matter, we should be evaporated like water in the
sun; there would not be enough “I” in us to make it possible to love, to
surrender the “I” for love’s sake. Necessity is the screen placed between
God and us so that we can be. It is for us to pierce through the screen so
that we cease to be. We shall never pierce through it if we do not
understand that God lies beyond at an infinite distance, and that good lies
in God alone.294
And yet, the act of creation is perpetual—we are perpetually seeking, and God is
perpetually withdrawing from our reach. To allow God to come to us, through us, we
must consent to our own undoing:
The Creation is an act of love, and it is something which is going on
perpetually. At every moment our existence is God's love for us. But God
is only able to love himself. His love for us is love for himself by way of
us. Therefore, He who gives us our being loves in us our consent not to be.
If this consent is virtual, then he loves us virtually. Our existence is
nothing else but his will that we should consent not to exist.295
This eradication of the will, of the “I,” which she believes is the acceptance of
necessity, is an outgrowth and intensification of her concept of attention. She discovered
that the willingness to sacrifice the “I” is only possible after a period of true suffering, a
time in the “dark night.” As Alexander Irwin explains, “Hers is a mysticism in which
suffering and violence play central roles and whose ultimate aim is the brutal eradication
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of the human ego.”296 He writes that her philosophy describes “the decisive moment in
human existence as a violent opening/shattering of the self: a hemorrhage of desiring
energies, whose explosion destroys the ego’s semblance of stability, integrity, identity.”297
Not only must the ego be destroyed by suffering, it must have no consolation. Nothing
remains to fill the void, not even a belief that God actually exists. The violent opening
described by Irwin must be followed by acceptance of absolute nothingness. The full
passage quoted by the libretto reads,
The miser, out of desire for his treasure, deprives himself of it. If one can
place all one's good unreservedly in something hidden away in the earth—
why not in God? But when God has become as full of significance for one
as the miser's treasure has for him, one should keep on firmly repeating to
oneself that He doesn't exist, experience the fact of loving him even
though He doesn't exist. It is He who, through the action of the ‘dark
night,’ withdraws, so as not to be loved like a miser loves his treasure.298
The “miser,” Molière’s Harpagon, appears often in Weil’s writings wherein he
serves as an archetype for misplaced desire, attachment, and idolatry: “The miser's
treasure represents for him a shadowy imitation of good: it is doubly unreal.”299 This
shadowy imitation is a work of the imagination, one that fills the void: "Miser and his
treasure. The treasure plays the same role as the smile from Louis XIV. Minimum support
indispensable for the imagination which fills up the void.”300 All idolatry, attachments—
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desire for anything at all—fill the void and take the place of the desire for good. Weil
argues that we should not desire God, but only the good, because God does not exist in
any way that can be thought, therefore any conception we have of God will inevitably
become an idol in our imagination. It is right only to desire good represented as
nothingness:
The good represents for us a nothingness, since no one thing is in itself
good. But this nothingness is not a non-being, not something unreal.
Everything which exists is unreal compared to it. This nothingness is at
least as real as we are ourselves. For our very being itself is nothing else
than this need for the good. The absolute good lies wholly in this need.
But we are unable to go and lay hold of it therein.301
Though the void, brought into existence as a result of affliction, is suffering, the
fact that it exists is a sign that there is a bond between man and God: “Let us imagine two
prisoners, in neighbouring cells, who communicate by means of taps on the wall. The
wall is what separates them, but it is also what enables them to communicate. It is the
same with us and God. Every separation represents a bond.”302 She calls this connection,
the simultaneous connection to and separation from God the metaxu, and our ability to
manifest the good comes from existing in the metaxu.
Weil argues that God does exist in some way within each person and is manifest
as a desire for the good. In her “Draft for a Statement of Human Obligations” she writes,
“There is a reality outside the world, that is to say, outside space and time, outside man’s
mental universe, outside any sphere whatsoever that is accessible to the human faculties.
Corresponding to this reality, at the center of the human heart, is the longing for an
301
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absolute good, a longing which is always there and is never appeased by any object in
this world.”303 This longing is the part of man that is impersonal—it is the little bit of
God left in the world. By letting go of “I” we let go of everything about ourselves that is
not God. What is left is expressed as compassion: “The Creation is an abandonment. In
creating what is other than Himself, God necessarily abandoned it. God is absent from
this world, except in the existence in this world of those in whom His love is alive.
Therefore they ought to be present in the world through compassion.”304 The decreation
of the “I” makes it possible for us to see the reality of the other. It is the only possible
way to enact justice and show compassion:
It has to believe itself to be nothing in order to be everything. Balance
between appearance and being; when one goes up, the other comes down.
To appear as nothing, imitation of God, non-active action; effect of love.
An imaginary divinity has been bestowed upon man in order that he
should strip himself of it, as Christ did of his real divinity.305
Decreation allows one to exist in the reality of the metaxu, and is, ultimately, an act of
love: “Compassion is what spans this abyss which creation has opened between God and
the creature. It is the rainbow.”306 Attention, waiting, decreation, compassion, justice, and
love—any good is brought only through the person who willingly renounces their “I.”
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6.2. The Eighth Station: Withdrawal
In all beauty are contained an irreducible contradiction, an irreducible bitterness, and an
irreducible absence. We must have gone to the farthest extremity of our being to be able
to aspire not to be any longer.307—Simone Weil
It is the complex of ideas associated with attention, waiting, longing, withdrawal,
and metaxu that the Eighth Station interprets and transmedializes. The opening bars of
this station are, harmonically and rhythmically, reminiscent of the “desire” motif from
Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde. It contains the characteristic augmented fourth, augmented
sixth, and augmented ninth, though each of these intervals are scored, for the strings,
enharmonically.

Huitième station
Chant et Lecture :
« Dieu se retire
Pour ne pas être aimé
Comme un trésor par un avare.»

Eighth Station
Solo voice and Speaker:
“God withdraws
So as not to be loved
As a miser loves treasure.”

The primary melodic material of this movement is a collection of intervals that
form pitch-class set (0236), identified earlier with the concepts of sacrifice and love. In
this station it becomes securely indexed with the kenotic ethic—it is the sound of
withdrawing and of decreation. The pitch-class set (0236) is indexed with emptying,
abandonment, and—due to the subtle allusion to Tristan here in the supporting harmonies
—longing. On the words “Dieu se retire” (“God withdraws”) the soprano’s melody
outlines the pitch-class set (0236), the melody is doubled by the celesta, and the speaker
speaks in rhythm with her as she sings.

307

Weil, Notebooks, 415.
187

Figure 6.1: mm. 800-809.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

At measure 818, in a simple melody played by the vibraphone Saariaho tropes
multiple icons. The melody begins as a descending gesture. Its first five pitches are
constructed of pitch-class set (01347), associated with contemplation. It leads into
kenosis (0236), followed by agony (016). The troping forms a musical sentence—each
pitch-class set represents an idea. Following and overlapping one another they encode
Saariaho’s meaning: “Contemplation” leads to “Kenosis,” and then “Agony” pulls us
further downward, following the irresistible force of gravity.
188

Figure 6.2: mm. 818, reduction.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

The kenotic (0236) pitch-class set appears continuously throughout this station.
Notably, it is heard in both the exact center of the composition, in measure 824 and the
end of this Eighth Station, mm. 882-884—where it ascends and withdraws.
Figure 6.2: mm. 823-824, reduction.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.
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Figure 6.3: mm. 882-884.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

A liminal space—a void—opens in this Station. Though Weil longed for a
connection with God, wished to accept the void, and even welcomed the agony
associated with this void, “There is a period when the soul is already detached from the
world without being yet able to attach itself to God: void, terrible anguish. (Dark night.)
The soul which loves God in solitude is loved by him in solitude, that is to say, without
any intermediary.”308 Waiting in solitude, knowing that God is absent, with no
consolation, no idols, and no “I” is nothing less than this void. Weil believes that this
willingness to wait in agonizing solitude is itself an act of love.
In Gravity and Grace, Weil says,
All the things that I see, hear, breathe, touch, eat; all the beings I meet—I
deprive the sum total of all that of contact with God, and I deprive God of
contact with all that in so far as something in me says ‘I’.
I can do something for all that and for God—namely, retire and respect the
tête-à-tête.
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The strict carrying out of ordinary human duty is a condition which makes
my withdrawal possible. Little by little it wears away the ropes which
fasten me to the spot and prevent me from retiring.309
This “retiring” is manifested musically as a process throughout this station. The
melodic motive built of (0236) recurs throughout—it repeatedly ascends in steady,
swirling patterns, from one moment to the next until it is captured by the piccolo at
measure 826 where is stopped. It flashes brilliantly with glissandi and carefully timed
diminuendo for several moments— a quasar bright in the dense void that opened around
it.
Figure 6.4: mm. 827-829.
La Passion De Simone. Music by Kaija Saariaho, text by Amin Maalouf Copyright ©
2003 Chester Music Ltd. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved Reprinted
by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

At measure 866 all sense of forward motion through time seems to slow. The
strings play extended notes on harmonics, the pre-recorded electronics emit a “filtered
wind” soundscape, and the brass and woodwinds climb, one instrument at a time, slowly
ascending. The result is a shimmering, vacuous timbre that leaves the listener suspended
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in space with nothing “real” for the imagination to grasp—no melodic gesture, no
particular pitch, no distinctive rhythm, until the last (0236) emptying gesture ascends
through the piccolo and celesta.
As a work of ekphrasis, this station conveys the essence of Weil’s kenotic
philosophy—the overwhelming conviction that she must “decreate” her Self. Because
this philosophy is positioned here, in the center of the narrative, Saariaho suggests that it
is the point of peripeteia—a turning point or reversal. Up to this station La Passion is
focused on Weil’s experiences, social activism, and intellectual and philosophical
development, but from this station forward Weil’s trajectory quickly spirals downward,
rapidly moving to the point of her death. This separation and change is apparent
thematically and also in the way the composition is built. That the second half of the
work moves in a new direction is pointedly suggested at the beginning of the Ninth
Station when the numbered measures begin again with 1. The Ninth Station also suggests
a new beginning—its first measures are composed of the same musical materials and
pitches with which the First Station begins.
Taking action based on the idea of decreation represents the most immediate
effect of Weil’s mystical experiences. Her writings after this period indicate that she
believed that this is the element of God that we are meant to imitate: “Renunciation.
Imitation of God's renunciation in creation. God renounces—in a sense—being
everything. This is the origin of evil. We have got to renounce being something. Herein
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lies our only good.”310 Weil is convinced that her “Self,” her ego, stands not only between
God and herself, but between God and others.
Through the end of her life, Weil believed that it is necessary for the “I" to vanish
in order for any other thing to become fully realized—to show genuine love to any person
or thing in creation it is necessary to completely withdraw: “God abandoned God. God
emptied himself: these words enfold the meaning both of the Creation and of the
Incarnation with the Passion. . . . To teach us that we are nothing (non-être) God made
himself nothing.” 311 Gustave Thibon, in the introduction to Gravity and Grace, interprets
her thinking—“In other words God became a creature in order to teach us how to undo
the creature in ourselves, and the act of love by which he was separated from himself
brings us back to him.”312 Because the concept is so nearly ineffable and we are naturally
so resistant to it, it is understandable that this work as a whole has been received with
confusion by many, and displeasure by others. As Sharon Cameron notes, “Weil’s
contemplations on impersonality indicate a depth-perception about a matter so alien to us
that we barely have concepts for it, so quick are we to find repellant any attempt to
eradicate egotism in terms this extreme.”313
The Eighth Station is a meditation on attention to the point of kenosis—selfemptying as an act of love. It is the non-active action that must be imitated in order to
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stop the perpetual nature of force. This focus puts Saariaho, through Weil, in dialogue
with the anthropologist René Girard. Admittedly influenced by Simone Weil, throughout
his career Girard elaborated upon a theory, inspired by Weil’s concept of force, that
explains the perpetuation of violence and suggests a solution in line with that of Weil’s.
Girard argues that the Passion story, as relayed through the Gospels, is not to be
interpreted as the sacrificing of a scapegoat—namely Jesus—to an angry God as a
substitute for the sins of all of humanity. Rather, it should be read as an illustration of the
tools necessary for ending the contagion of violence. Girard identified this very quality,
the kenotic ethic, as that which should be imitated. He says, “The aspect of Christ that
has to be imitated is his withdrawal.”314 This, Girard says, is the salvation promised—the
exposure of the core of humanity’s evil as well as its solution. Weil drew this conclusion
near the end of her short life, and her thoughts are published in Waiting for God. She
argues that only a perfectly pure victim can stop the perpetual nature of force or violence:
“Perfect purity alone cannot be defiled.”315 She pointed to Jesus an example of perfect
purity.
Pursuant to this theory that withdrawal, or self-renunciation is the key element of
the Passion, Saariaho musically highlights the concept of kenosis as a movement toward
a metaxu—the only place where, according to Weil’s philosophy, compassion, justice,
and truth can truly exist. In calling this work a Passion, Saariaho brings attention to

René Girard, Benoît Chantre, Battling to the End: Conversations with Benoît
Chantre, trans. by Mary Baker,(Michigan State University Press, 2009): 50-51.
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Weil’s own reading of the Passion story, challenging the more common “theology of
glory” as well as unconscious semiotic associations.316

Copyright © Desirée Bradford Scarambone, 2022

Martin Luther made a distinction between the “theology of glory” and the
“theology of the cross.” In the theology of glory, the focus of the Passion story is on the
resurrection, the happy ending. In the theology of the cross, the meaning and mystery is
in suffering. Alister McGrath details this in his study, Luther’s Theology of the Cross
(Oxford: UK: Blackwell, 1991).
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7.

CONCLUSION

A beautiful thing involves no good except itself. We are drawn to it without knowing what
to ask of it. We want to get behind the beauty, but it is only a surface, a mirror that sends
us back our own desire for goodness. It is a sphinx, an enigma, a mystery which is
painfully tantalizing.317 —Simone Weil

7.1. After Achieving Nothing, What Remains?
The solutions we give to the problems that we have not posed are decisive in the conduct
of life. We must pose them all. For that, we must empty ourselves.318 —Simone Weil

When asked, “What could you tell us about music and form in La Passion de
Simone?” conductor Clément Mao-Takacs responded, “La Passion de Simone is not
exactly an opera, neither an oratorio, nor hybrid between these two forms; it is not
comparable to anything else!” Indeed, it is not. The esoteric nature of La Passion de
Simone has challenged audiences and critics as well as scholars. I believe that is what has
stood in the way of previous, published scholarship on the topic of this composition.
Since context alters perception, it is my hope that the analysis presented here, providing
context, prompts glimmers of inspiration and is a catalyst for more research of true depth.
Studying this composition has indeed been transformative, and yet I know that I have
only just begun to understand the complexity of the music and its relationship to Weil’s
dif cult but beautiful ideas and the questions they lead us to ask.
The geometric rigor of the form indicates that research into various mathematical
relationships between and within the Fifteen Stations may prove a fruitful area for
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research. For example, intrigued by Weil’s interest in mathematics, Saariaho may have
taken inspiration from Weil for the structure of La Passion. Another avenue of interest is
Saariaho’s use of extended techniques. Analysis of the sound/noise axis (parallel in
Saariaho’s compositions to consonance/dissonance) will surely provide more insight as
well. The electronic recordings belong in the sphere of “noise” as do the whispers of the
reader. A study of the psychoacoustic effects of noise might also be informed by
emerging studies of autonomous sensory meridian response (ASMR).

7.2. From Transmedialization to Transformation
Is it possible, as Hatten asked, for “listeners to move beyond the play of
expectations to a transforming spiritual experience”?319 Within this work, Saariaho shows
that she wants to believe so. In an interview published upon the premiere of the chamber
version of La Passion de Simone in 2013, Mao-Takacs discussed the unique form of the
composition. He observed, “Saariaho is one of the few to have invented or rediscovered a
dramatic form akin to a Mystery, not from an archaic approach, but with the wish to
represent a trajectory, a spiritual journey, a crossing rather than an action—this is
particularly noticeable in La Passion de Simone.”320 This work is both striking and
difficult not only because it transmedializes Weil’s ideas and trajectory into sound, but
because it also attempts to guide the audience through growth and change along with her.
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non dans une démarche archaïsante, avec la volonté de représenter une trajectoire, un
cheminement spirituel, une traversée plutôt qu’une action – ce qui est particulièrement
sensible dans La Passion de Simone.” Translated by the author.
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The crushing of her ego followed by the rising of her spiritual awareness is felt—the
somatic elements communicated as sonic analogues—and heard—the essence of her
ideas and experiences captured in ekphrastic transformation. Weil’s spiritual journey,
framed by the traditional genre of the Passion, is shared with the musicians and the
audience as an interaction, a “collective meditation to which we are all invited.”321
As an interactive meditation, La Passion de Simone is itself a cross—both its
shape and its purpose—it is meant to be a lever. Weil believed that suffering is a
foundational step in the process of decreation and saw the cross as a symbol of this
fundamental truth: “The cross as a balance and as a lever. A going down, the condition of
rising up.”322 Saariaho tests this theory with La Passion de Simone, for each participant is
asked to exist only in their attention to the work, to let their ego be decreated in order to
see a truth hidden by what Jameson calls “sedimented reading habits.”323 The narrator
leads the audience through moments in Weil’s life; nevertheless, Saariaho’s true focus is
not on Weil’s “story,” but on what her life and thought mean—the soprano’s libretto
scatters obscure clues for interpretation along the way:
I admire you for making of your life a shining crossing.

Takacs and Barrière, program notes, Festival Saint Denis, “Il s’agit donc d’une
méditation collective à laquelle nous sommes tous conviés.”
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323

198

And you found yourself alone once more. Alone, standing, in the middle of
Darkness. Invisible.
The speaker, Weil’s own voice, directs attention toward the meaning of love,
waiting, attention, light, the good, solitude, truth, gravity, force, death, slavery, pain, the
cross, and evil. Not simply the meaning of these words, but the interconnection of these
concepts and the struggle with how one is to exist in this world draw the work toward its
inevitable conclusion:
the whole of life as destined to prepare you for the moment of death…
The chorus, and therefore the audience, synthesizes these separate voices. They
observe Weil’s experiences, meditate upon the meaning of the reader’s words, and re ect
upon the singer’s references:
Working with your hands at the factory?
“To cast off one’s illusory sense of worldly sovereignty…”
You walked towards your own annihilation and you won a resurrection.
The members of the orchestra must submit to the necessity of the music—music
that embodies Weil’s experiences, and music that transmedializes Weil’s ideas.
Alternately crushing and transcendent, in La Passion, sounds become signs.
La Passion de Simone is the sound of Weil’s cruciform love.
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7.2. De ning “Passion”
Faithfulness to the passing moment reduces man truly to nothing and thus opens to him
the gates of eternity. The self should be destroyed in us from within by love.324 —Simone
Weil
In “The Power of Words” Weil writes, “When a word is properly de ned it loses
its capital letter and can no longer serve either as a banner or as a hostile slogan; it
becomes simply a sign, helping us to grasp some concrete reality, or concrete objective,
or method of activity. To clarify thought, to discredit the intrinsically meaningless words,
and to de ne the use of others by precise analysis—to do this, strange though it may
appear, might be a way of saving human lives.”325 What is a Passion properly de ned?
Can it lose its capital letter and help us grasp a concrete reality, a concrete objective, a
method of activity? Reading habits associated with a theology of glory, a banner of
religious af liation, have obscured the meaning of the Passion and bestowed upon it a
capital letter.
La Passion de Simone de nes a new genre. When Saariaho deposed the body of
Jesus from the Passion and asked us to direct our attention toward the void at the
intersection of the cross, she showed that the Passion is itself a sign. She effectively
removed the capital letter from the genre and gave the world a passion—a sign that points
toward the way to destroy the contagious nature of force, toward the decreation of ego,
and toward the purity of existing in the void. This passion points toward nothingness.
La Passion also questions the concept of the sacred by utilizing a genre associated
with religious ritual to tell the story of an unexpected, secular subject. It does not deify

324

Simone Weil, Gravity and Grace, Introduction, xxiii.

325

Weil, Selected Essays, 156.

fi

fi

fi

fi

fi

fi

200

Simone Weil, nor is it a hagiography. Weil’s ideas are admired, yes, but also challenged in
this work—contradictions in her thinking are posed across the axis of the composition.
Speaking about Weil, Saariaho says, “She’s not a role model. I think she must have been
a very clumsy and complicated person. But what is admirable is her constant effort to
advance on her task of trying to understand more about the world around her. Reading her
doesn’t give one answers, rather it makes us ask many questions.”326 Her placement as a
metaphorical hypoicon, like a venn diagram, isolates the common element—that is the
nature her love shared with that of Christ’s. The central question it asks is, “Can
cruciform love stop the relentless nature of force?” It does not hesitate to reflect on the
potentially devastating corporeal consequences of living—and dying—according to such
a philosophy. La Passion de Simone does not ask us to imagine Weil happy. We must
imagine Weil suffering.
Saariaho, Sellars, and Maalouf compose an argument that the sacred is the
compassionate attention to the suffering of others and self-emptying that defeats
violence.327 The sacred lies within the individual and personal acceptance of
responsibility in the face of the other, and when the boundaries of the ego are removed,
humility and compassion become a counterweight impervious to the crushing gravity of
force.

Saariaho, interview by Andrew Ford, aired on December 16, 2018, “The Music
Show,” https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/musicshow/kaija-saariahofinland-simone-weil/10621936.
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Bilingual Libretto
La Passion De Simone.
Music by Kaija Saariaho
Text by Amin Maalouf
Copyright © 2003 Chester Music Ltd.
International Copyright Secured
All Rights Reserved
Reprinted by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.
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Kaija Saariaho : La Passion de Simone
Livret par Amin Maalouf
Première station
Chant: Simone, grande sœur,
Petite sœur, Simone!
Je contemple ton visage
Au dernier printemps de ta vie
Pour refaire avec toi, en pensée,
Le chemin de ton agonie.
Tu es née longtemps avant moi
Puis, un jour, tu as renoncé à vieillir.
Je t’admire d’avoir fait de ta vie
Une traversée lumineuse,
Mais je t’en veux d’avoir préféré la mort.
Lecture : « Rien de ce qui existe n’est
absolument digne d’amour, il faut donc aimer
ce qui n’existe pas ».
Deuxième station
Chœur : Simone, grande sœur,
Petite sœur, Simone!
Chant : Tu as choisi de porter ta croix.
Non, je sais, tu n’as pas tout choisi.
Tu n’as pas choisi d’être femme, ni d’être
juive.
Femme dans un monde où tes sœurs
Avaient si peu de place ;
Juive dans un monde où la haine
Se déchaînait contre les tiens.
Et tu n’as pas choisi non plus
Ces douleurs...
Chœur : Ne jamais chercher Une
consolation...

Kaija Saariaho: The Passion of Simone
Libretto by Amin Maalouf
First Station
Solo voice: Simone, big sister,
Little sister, Simone!
I gaze on your face
In the last spring of your life
To travel with you, in my mind,
The way of your agony.
You were born long before me
Then, one day, you gave up growing old.
I admire you for making of your life
A shining crossing,
But I expect that you preferred death.
Speaker: “Nothing that exists is worthy of love,
so we must love that which does not exist”.
Second Station
Chorus: Simone, big sister,
Little sister, Simone!
Solo voice: You chose to carry your cross.
No, I know that you did not choose everything.
Not to be a woman, nor to be Jewish.
Woman in a world where your sisters
Had so little place;
Jewish in a world where hatred
Unleashed its fury against your people.
And neither did you choose
Your pain...
Chorus: Never seek Consolation....

Solo voice: Your pain that never left
Chant : Ces douleurs qui ne quittaient jamais Your schoolgirl’s head nor your child’s hands,
Ta tête d’écolière ni tes mains d’enfant,
Your lame hands that made you
Tes mains naines qui te faisaient
Ashamed of your body to the point of tears.
Honte de ton corps jusqu’aux larmes.
Chorus: Never seek consolation
Chœur : Ne jamais chercher à la douleur
For pain...
Une consolation...
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Third Station

Troisième station

Solo voice: Another person
Would have turned away from the world
To care for his own suffering.
You turned away from yourself
To fix your gaze upon the world.

Chant : Une autre que toi
Se serait détournée du monde
Pour se soucier de sa propre souffrance.
Toi, tu t’es détournée de toi-même
Pour fixer ton regard sur le monde.

Speaker: “To hold one’s attention towards...”

Lecture : « Avoir l’attention tendue... »

Solo voice: To be no more than a gaze, as if
She who was looking was nothing, as if
She wanted to melt into what she gazed upon.
To melt, to dissolve, to vanish.
To exist only in one’s attention to the world,
To its sighs, to its whispers,
To its silence.

Chant : N’être plus qu’un regard, comme si
Celle qui regardait n’était rien, comme si
Elle voulait se fondre dans ce qu’elle
contemplait.
Se fondre, se dissoudre, s’anéantir.
N’exister que par son attention au monde,
A ses soupirs, à ses chuchotements,
A son silence.
Lecture : « Savoir écouter le silence... Avoir
l’attention tendue vers l’absence de bruit... »

Speaker: “To know how to listen to silence... To
hold one’s attention towards the absence of
noise...”

Quatrième station

Fourth Station

Chant : Attentive à la souffrance des humains,
Tu étais peu sensible à celle de tes proches.
Une mère, un père, les yeux fixés sur toi,
Prêts à te suivre loin, Simone,
Jusqu’aux frontières de ton dévouement,
Ou de ton inconscience.
Sans doute, tu les aimais, cette mère et ce père,
Mais sur leur souffrance ton attention ne se
fixait pas.
Parce qu’ils étaient proches, tu ne les voyais
pas.
Du mouvement dont tu désirais t’abolir,
Tu les abolissais.
Sans doute avais-tu peur qu’ils veuillent te
retenir
Sur le chemin qui mène au dernier sacrifice.

Solo voice: Attentive to the suffering of
mankind, You scarcely noticed that of those
close to you.
A mother, a father, their eyes fixed upon you,
Ready to follow you far away, Simone,
Right to the frontiers of you devotion,
Or of your recklessness.
Of course you loved them, this mother and
father,
But their suffering never held your gaze.
Because they were close, you did not see them.
By the impulse that you sought to abolish
within you,
You abolished them.
No doubt you were afraid that they would hold
you back
On the way that leads to the final sacrifice.
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Cinquième station
Chœur : Travailler de tes mains, Simone?

Fifth Station

Chorus: Work with your hands, Simone?
Chant : Les ouvriers, tu as voulu partager leur
sort,
Solo voice: You wanted to share the fate of the
Te fondre au milieu de leur foule asservie,
workers,
To merge into their subjugated crowd,
Chœur : Travailler de tes mains,
A l’usine ?
Chorus: Working with your hands,
At the factory?
Chant : Tu t’es enchaînée à la machine,
Comme s’enchaînent les galériens,
Solo voice: You chained yourself to a machine,
Et la machine t’a volé ta gaîté,
As the galley-slaves were chained,
Ta jeunesse, Simone, ta dignité,
And the machine robbed you of your gaiety,
Peut-être un peu aussi ta foi en l’homme.
Your youth, Simone, your dignity,
Au bout de quelques mois, épuisée, malade,
Perhaps also a little of your faith in mankind.
Tu as posé ta croix à terre, tu as quitté l’usine, After some months, exhausted, ill,
Avec le sentiment d’avoir été marquée à vie, You placed your cross on the ground; you left
Marquée au fer, comme sont marqués les
the factory,
esclaves.
With the feeling of having been scarred for life,
Branded, as slaves are branded.
Sixième station
Chœur : Et puis il y a cette image, Simone,
Cette image sur ta carte d’usine.
A-neuf-six-six-trois-zéro-Weil.
Cette image de charbon et d’ivoire
Comme un suaire
Où seraient venus s’imprimer
Les traits creusés d’un visage perdu.
A-neuf-six-six-trois-zéro-Weil.
Lecture : « Méthode pour comprendre les
images, les symboles... Ne pas essayer de les
interpréter, mais les regarder, les regarder,
jusqu’à ce que la lumière jaillisse... »
Chœur : Cette photo, Simone, Sur ta carte
d’usine,
On dirait celle d’une déportée En attente de la
mort,
Avec un matricule gravé sur le bras,
Ou sur la poitrine, A-neuf-six-six-trois-zéroWeil.

Sixth Station
Chorus: And then there is this image, Simone,
This image on the factory wall.
A-9-6-6-3-0-Weil.
This image of charcoal and ivory
Like a shroud
Where had just been imprinted
The hollowed-out features of a lost face.
A-9-6-6-3-0-Weil.
Speaker: “Method for understanding images,
symbols... Don’t try to interpret them, just look
at them, look at them, until light bursts forth...”
Chorus: This photograph, Simone,
On your factory card,
One would say it belonged to a deportee
Waiting for death,
With a number engraved on her arm,
Or on her chest,
A-9-6-6-3-0-Weil.

Lecture : « Comme Dieu est impuissant à
Speaker: “As God is powerless to do good
faire le bien parmi les hommes sans la
coopération des hommes, de même le démon à amongst mankind without the cooperation of
men, it is the same with the devil doing evil...”
faire
le mal... »
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Septième station

Seventh Station

Chant : En sortant de l’usine, grande sœur,
Tu ne croyais plus aux sociétés humaines,
A leurs mythes joyeux, ni à leurs promesses.

Solo voice: Leaving the factory, big sister,
You no longer believed in human societies,
In their joyous myths, nor in their promises.

Chœur : « Deux forces... »

Chorus: “Two powers...”

Chant : Leurs révolutions?
Elles naissent dans la violence,
Et s’achèvent dans la tyrannie.
Leur démocratie?
Un autre mode d’asservissement.

Solo voice: Their revolutions?
They are born in violence
And end in tyranny.
Their democracy?
Another form of enslavement.

Chœur : « Deux forces règnent Sur
l’univers... »

Chorus: “Two powers hold sway In the
universe...”

Chant : Tu te méfiais des partis, des nations,
des Églises,
Rien que des prisons, des prisons pour l’esprit!
A quoi donc croyais-tu encore, Simone, grande
sœur?
Seulement à cette flamme...

Solo voice: You distrusted parties, nations,
churches,
As nothing but prisons, prisons for the spirit!
What did you believe in, then, Simone, big
sister?
Only in that flame...

Chœur : « ... lumière et pesanteur... »

Chorus: “... light and heaviness...”

Chant : A cette flamme fragile
Qui brûle en chacun d’entre nous,
Et se nourrit de nos souffrances.

Solo voice: In that fragile flame
That burns within each one of us,
And is nourished by our suffering.

Chœur : « ...lumière et pesanteur. »

Chorus: “... light and heaviness...”

Chant : Tu croyais seulement à cette flamme
tremblante
Qui nous éclaire, nous purifie,
Et nous élève vers notre liberté,
Quand la pesanteur du monde nous entraîne
Vers la voracité, et vers la servitude.

Solo voice: You believed only in that trembling
flame
That enlightens us, purifies us,
And raises us towards our freedom,
When the heaviness of earth drags us down
Towards greed, and towards servitude.
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Huitième station

Eighth Station

Chant et Lecture : « Dieu se retire Pour ne
pas être aimé
Comme un trésor par un avare.»

Solo voice and Speaker: “God withdraws So
as not to be loved
As a miser loves treasure.”

Neuvième station

Ninth Station

Chant : Savoir aimer —
Dieu, pour
Lui-même,
Les autres, pour eux-mêmes,
Sans bassesse, sans complaisance.

Solo voice: To know how to love –
God, for Himself,
Others, for themselves,
Without servility, without indulgence.

Chœur: Savoir aimer Dieu, pour lui-même.
Chant: Ne pas seulement s’aimer, soi,
Ni seulement trembler pour les siens.
Aimer, en premier, ceux qui sont différents,
Ceux qui sont éloignés, et jusqu’aux ennemis.
Chœur: Savoir aimer
Les autres, pour eux-mêmes.
Chant: Ne pas seulement s’aimer, soi.
Ce fut ta grandeur, ton message le plus
poignant.
Ce fut aussi ta faute.
Toujours tu as été Incapable de t’aimer toimême,
Incapable de gémir si la victime était toi,
Ou un aspect de toi.
Chœur: Savoir aimer...
Chant: Quand ton peuple a été affamé, tu t’es
affamée;
Quand ton peuple a été crucifié, tu t’es
crucifiée.
Mais tu n’as jamais su dire: « Nous souffrons!
» Tu n’as jamais su dire « nous ».

Chorus: To know how to love God, for himself.
Solo voice: Not only to love oneself, for
oneself,
Not only to tremble for one’s own.
To love, firstly, those who are different,
Those who are separate from us, and even one’s
enemies.
Chorus: To know how to love
Others, for themselves.
Solo voice: Not only to love oneself, for
oneself,
That was your greatness, your most poignant
message.
It was also your sin.
You had always been Incapable of loving
yourself for yourself, Incapable of wailing if the
victim was you,
Or an aspect of yourself.
Chorus: To know how to love...
When your people were starving, you starved
yourself;
When your people were crucified, you crucified
yourself.
But you were never able to say: “We are
suffering!”
You were never able to say “we”.
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Dixième station

Tenth Station

Lecture et Choeur : «Se dépouiller... »

Speaker and Chorus: “To cast off...”

Chant : Et tu t’es retrouvée seule,
Ma grande sœur obstinée, ma petite sœur
fragile. Seule dans un monde qui se
décompose,
Seule avec tes carnets tapissés
De mots sanskrits, ou grecs,
Seule avec ton regard d’écolière mystique.

Solo voice: And you found yourself alone once
more,
My obstinate big sister, my fragile little sister.
Alone in a world that was decomposing,
Alone with your notebooks on the floor Sanskrit
words, or Greek,
Alone with your look of a mystical schoolgirl.

Lecture et choeur: «Se dépouiller de la
royauté imaginaire du monde... »

Speaker and chorus: “To cast off one’s illusory
sense of worldly sovereignty…”

Chant: Seule, debout,
au milieu des
Ténèbres,
Invisible.

Solo voice: Alone, standing,
in the middle of
Darkness,
Invisible.

Lecture : « Se dépouiller de la royauté
imaginaire du monde pour se réduire au point
qu’on occupe dans l’espace et le temps.
Solitude absolue. Alors on a la vérité du
monde. »

Speaker: “To cast off one’s illusory sense of
worldly sovereignty in order to reduce oneself to
the point that one occupies in space and time.
Absolute solitude. Then one has the truth of the
world.”

Onzième station

Eleventh Station

Chant : Tu as longtemps cru qu’il fallait a tout Solo voice: You had long believed that it was
prix éviter la guerre.
necessary at all costs to prevent war.
Lecture : « Tout ce qui est soumis au contact
de la force est avili, quel que soit le contact.
Frapper ou être frappé, c’est une seule et
même souillure ».

Speaker: “Everything that is subject to contact
with force is demeaned, whatever that contact
may be. To strike or to be struck is one single
identical stain’.

Chant : Finalement, tu t’es résignée à entrer
en guerre,
Un peu plus tard que d’autres,
Mais alors, tu as voulu aller jusqu’au bout.
Il émanait de toi
Une telle soif pour le sacrifice !

Solo voice: Finally, you resigned yourself to go
to war,
A little later than others,
But then, you wanted to go to the very end.
There emanated from you Such a thirst for
sacrifice!

Lecture : « Crainte de la mort, fondement de
l’esclavage. »

Speaker: “Fear of death. The foundation of
slavery.”

Chant : Une telle soif pour le sacrifice!
Les résistants se sont méfiés,
Ils ont refusé de t’envoyer
Derrière les lignes ennemies. Pour toi, ce fut la
blessure ultime.

Solo voice: Such a thirst for sacrifice! The
Resistance mistrusted you,
Who refused to send you
Behind enemy lines. For you, that was the final
wound.
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Douzième station

Twelfth Station

Chœur : Alors tu as choisi
De te sacrifier autrement:
En te retirant d’un monde
Qui s’enfonçait dans la bestialité.
Un jour, tu as cessé de te nourrir
Parce que les enfants de France
Étaient privés de lait.

Chorus: Then you chose
To sacrifice yourself in another way:
In retiring from a world
Plunged into bestiality.
One day, you stopped eating
Because the children of France
Were deprived of milk.

Lecture : « Quand la douleur et l’épuisement Speaker: “When pain and exhaustion reach the
arrivent au point de faire naître dans l’âme
point where a feeling of endlessness is born
lesentiment de la perpétuité... »
within
the soul...”
Chœur : Un jour, tu as renoncé à la vie
Parce que le monde avait cessé de vivre
Chorus: One day, you gave up life
Dans la dignité.
Because the world had ceased to live With
dignity.
Treizième station

Thirteenth Station

Chant : Lentement,
Tu as rendu l’âme,
Petite sœur, Simone,

Solo voice: Slowly,
You gave up the ghost,
Little sister, Simone.

Chœur : A trente-quatre ans,
Dans un hôpital d’Angleterre.

Chorus: At the age of thirty-four,
In a hospital in England.

Chant : L’âge d’Alexandre, ou presque —
Celui qui avait refusé de boire
Parce que ses hommes avaient soif.
Lentement, tu as rendu l’âme,
Petite sœur, Simone,

Solo voice: The same age as Alexander, more or
less –
He who had refused to drink
Because his men were thirsty.
Slowly, you gave up the ghost, Little sister,
Simone,

Chœur : A trente-quatre ans, Dans un hôpital
d’Angleterre.
Chant : L’âge du Christ, ou presque — Celui
que tu as voulu imiter.
Lecture : « Pour le privilège de me trouver
avant de mourir dans un état parfaitement
semblable à celui du Christ quand, sur la
croix, il disait : ‘Mon Dieu, pourquoi m’as-tu
abandonné ?’ — pour ce privilège, je
renoncerais volontiers à tout ce qu’on nomme
le Paradis. »

Chorus: At the age of thirty-four, In a hospital
in England.
Solo voice: The same age as Christ, more or
less – He whom you sought to imitate.
Speaker: “For the privilege of discovering
myself before death in a state exactly similar to
that of Christ when, on the cross, he said: ‘My
God, why hast thou forsaken me?’ – for this
privilege, I willingly renounce everything that is
called Paradise.”
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Quatorzième station

Fourteenth Station

Chant : C’était en août quarante-trois,
Et l’humanité n’a pas su alors qu’elle te
perdait.

Solo voice: It was in August 1943,
And humanity did not know then that it was
losing you.

Lecture : « Tout mal suscité dans le monde
voyage de tête en tête jusqu’à ce qu’il tombe
sur une victime parfaitement pure qui le subit
tout entier et le détruit ».

Speaker: “Every evil aroused in the world
travels from head to head until it falls upon a
perfectly pure victim by whom it is utterly
destroyed.”

Chant : C’était en août quarante-trois,
Les hommes n’ont pas su
Qu’une femme s’était immolée pour eux,
Pour leurs mensonges, leurs trahisons,
Pour leur bestialité.

Solo voice: It was in August 1943,
Mankind didn’t know
That a woman had sacrificed herself for them,
For their lies, their betrayals,
For their bestiality.

Quinzième station

Fifteenth Station

Chant : Par ta mort, tout ce que tu avais dit
S’est transformé en testament.

Solo voice: By your death, everything that you
had said
Was transformed into a testament.

Chœur : Tu as marché
Vers l’anéantissement de toi-même,
Et tu as obtenu
Une résurrection.
Lecture : « Ne pas croire à l’immortalité de
l’âme, mais regarder toute la vie comme
destinée à préparer l’instant de la mort... »
Chant : Ta passion, Simone, grande sœur,
Ta passion a vaincu l’oubli,
Ta grâce a triomphé
De la pesanteur du monde.

Chorus: You walked
Towards your own annihilation
And you won
A resurrection.
Speaker: “Do not believe in the immortality of
the soul, but regard the whole of life as destined
to prepare you for the moment of death...”
Solo voice: Your passion, Simone, big sister,
Your passion conquered oblivion,
Your grace triumphed
Over the gravity of the world.

Lecture : « Rien de ce qui existe n’est
absolument digne d’amour, il faut donc aimer Speaker: “Nothing that exists is worthy of love,
so we must love that which does not exist”.
ce qui n’existe pas ».
Chant : Ta grâce a triomphé
De la pesanteur du monde.
Mais la terre où tu nous as abandonnés
Est toujours ce royaume trompeur
Où tremblent les innocents.

Solo voice: Your grace triumphed over the
gravity of the world.
But the earth where you abandoned us is always
this kingdom of deceit where innocents tremble.
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